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TRANSFORMING RELATIONS ii 
Abstract 
This multiple manuscript dissertation project contributes to a larger case study research project 
examining Matawa First Nation experiences of negotiating a proposed mining project known as 
the “Ring of Fire.”  Nine independent First Nations located in the Treaty 9 territory in Northern 
Ontario, comprise a collective regional organization called Matawa First Nations.  These First 
Nations have a long history of living their Ancestral ways of trapping, fishing, and gathering 
from the lands.  During the early 20th century, the southern Matawa communities began to have 
contacts with forestry development, but a chromite deposit with an estimated value of 65 billion 
dollars on Matawa’s traditional territory in 2008 gave rise to interest in mineral extraction across 
the entire region.  In 2012, active communications began with Matawa First Nations to secure 
access to these lands for development.  As a critical Indigenous doctoral student involved in this 
case study, my interest was to capture first-hand experiences of Matawa Peoples as they 
contemplate development on their traditional territory.  This multiple manuscript dissertation 
shares three specific areas of interest: the challenge of conducting Indigenous research on lands 
and culture different than my own, Matawa’s knowledge of Anishnawbe Natural Laws and 
inherent rights and the communities’ priorities in the face of this proposed development, and 
lastly the knowledge gained by visiting with Matawa Knowledge Holders to learn the 
perspectives of leaders and Elders on the proposed development and what they see as future 
directions for the generations to come.   
 
Keywords:  Matawa First Nations, Ring of Fire, Indigenous inherent rights, 
Decolonization, Anishnawbe Natural law, Treaty 9. 
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Abstract 
There are nine independent First Nations located in Treaty 9 territory in Northern Ontario that 
operates as a collective regional organization called Matawa First Nations.  These First Nations 
live their Ancestral ways of trapping, fishing, and gathering in traditional relations to the lands 
they occupy.  During the early 20th century, the southern Matawa communities began to have 
contact with forestry development. In 2008, a discovery of a chromite deposit with an estimated 
value of 65 billion dollars on Matawa's traditional territory increased the interest in resource 
extraction across the entire region.  In 2012, communications began between industry actors and 
Matawa First Nations regarding potential access to their lands for mining development.  This 
dissertation project contributes to a larger case study research project examining Matawa First 
Nation's experiences of negotiating this proposed mining project known as the “Ring of Fire.”  
As an Indigenous scholar, my interest in this case study was to capture the first-hand experiences 
of Matawa Peoples as they contemplate development on their traditional territory.  This chapter 
provides the necessary context for readers to consider the issues raised throughout this multiple 
manuscript dissertation on Anishnawbe Natural law, Matawa's inherent rights, and the potential 
transformation of Matawa First Nation Communities. 
Keywords:  Matawa, Indigenous inherent rights, Ring of Fire, community well-being, 
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Matawa Case Study and Historical and Situational Contexts 
Canada has a long history of colonial relations with Indigenous peoples. Transforming 
these relations to a more equal and mutually beneficial relationship is a slow and tedious process.  
Despite the existence of international and domestic Indigenous rights instruments, a fair, just, 
and meaningful strategy is lacking for the implementation of the right to free prior and informed 
consent (FPIC) regarding development on Indigenous lands.   
The United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007), in its 
simplest explanation, is about self-determination for Indigenous Peoples. Still, questions persist 
on whether self-determination is possible under the Constitutional construct of Canada.  In this 
dissertation, I provide background and analysis to consider these questions through an 
emblematic case study of the “Ring of Fire” [ROF] in Matawa First Nations' traditional 
territories in Northern Ontario.  Within this vast area of mineral-rich lands, is the most notable 
Eagle's Nest Claim, which is a chromite deposit valued at an estimated 65 billion dollars 
(McDiarmid, 2013). 
In this introductory chapter, I present pertinent situational and historical contexts on the 
issue of land rights and self-determination to prepare readers to consider the issues raised in the 
three chapters of the dissertation.  The most critical issue is the fact that Indigenous Peoples live 
in a Settler Society and endure the legacy of deliberate acts of colonialism designed to eradicate 
their existence (Poonwassie, 2006).  With Canada advancing a reconciliation agenda, Indigenous 
Peoples must deliberate how they wish to reside within the Nation-state of Canada.  The 
prevalence of colonial trauma remains so expansive that presently many communities are unable 
to envision a more robust future as they exist in a survival mode (Duran, 2019; Duran, 
Firehammer, & Gonzales, 2008).  Indigenous Peoples must decide their fate in terms of mineral 
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development on their territories (UNDRIP, 2007, articles 3, 4, and 5), in the context of on-going 
deficits in basic human needs such as adequate housing and clean water and battling with the 
mental and social impacts of a traumatic social-political history, including the intergenerational 
effects of Indian Residential Schools and forced displacement from traditional territories (Heart 
& Deschenie, 2006; Mitchell, 2017; Mitchell, Arseneau, & Thomas, 2019; Thomas, Mitchell, & 
Arseneau, 2016). 
Two important concepts that I have become familiar with during my research on 
Indigenous rights and resource governance are self-determined development (Loomis, 2000; 
Tauli-Corpuz, 2010), and sustainable self-determination (Corntassel, 2017).  These two concepts 
broadly state that Indigenous Peoples maintain the right to determine their futures and to decide 
what levels of engagement they wish to proceed with outside developers.  Corntassel (2017) 
demonstrates the complexities of this consideration and draws attention to the multiple layers of 
complications to the issues of self-determination.  The primary question he asks is on whose 
terms do we set the standard for self-determination, is it ours as Indigenous Peoples, or is it with 
State and industry actors.  How do we want our future generations to remember us?  As 
successful business-people under Canada, or strong ancestors that protected our lands in the face 
of hardship, coercion, threat, manipulation, and enticement.   
Many, if not most contemporary Indigenous communities experience high degrees of 
vulnerability and need improvements to infrastructure and overall community health and well-
being.  To be self-determining in a Western capitalistic society, it takes power and money.  In a 
just world, Indigenous Peoples would have economic benefits if they wished to raise revenue 
from their territories where they were born.  If we seek to build our communities, our families, 
our lands to be more reflective of our colonizers, then consideration for terminating inherent 
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rights is the pathway forward.  I agree with Corntassel (2017), Loomis (2000) and Tauli-Corpuz, 
Enkiwe-Abayao, and de Chavez (2010) that if Indigenous Peoples are to have self-determined 
development and sustainable self-determination, the processes, the strategies, and the 
philosophies that guide our actions need to be principled upon Indigenous laws to ensure the 
choices we make protect the inherent rights of future generations. 
This dissertation project examines the complex realities of Crown-Indigenous relations 
with a focus on the balance of opportunity and challenge facing Matawa First Nations through a 
critical Indigenous lens while utilizing Wilfrid Laurier’s multiple manuscript option [MMO] for 
completing a dissertation.  In anticipation of the complex issues and analysis required to explore 
and make meaning of the jurisdictional issues between Indigenous Peoples, Matawa First 
Nations, and the State, as well as the differing understandings of Indigenous rights, I believed the 
MMO would prove best.  The MMO provides me with the opportunity to focus discussion and 
analysis on what I feel are the key issues and considerations in this case study analysis.  See 
Table 1, for a snapshot of the layout of my dissertation. 
Table 1 
 









Applying One Dish, 




Anishnawbe law in 











Relations in the 
Ring of Fire 
 
Standpoint 
As a manner of Indigenous protocol, it is vital to locate myself as a scholar but, more 
importantly, as an Indigenous person.  For Western readers, this is to disclose any biases that 
appear in my research.  For Indigenous Peoples, this is to help you understand where I originate, 
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and to my role, duty, and responsibility in this world.  My Ogwehoweh [Real] name is Yohjaseh 
[New Earth]; I am Onondawaga [Seneca Nation] Nyagwai [Bear Clan].  I was born and raised at 
Six Nations of the Grand River in Southern Ontario.  I am four generations removed from Indian 
Residential School. I grew up attending traditional ceremonies and hearing my original language; 
I grew up never questioning my identity as an Indigenous person.  I grew up with my family that 
provided a foundation of Haudenosaunee law and philosophy.  I have had the opportunity to 
travel and work with many Indigenous Peoples and their communities, in some communities 
where their language and cultural knowledge is almost extinct.  From these experiences, I 
learned what a privilege it is to have my identity be intact as an Indigenous person. 
I have a Twenty-five-year career working with Indigenous communities across Turtle 
Island [North America] in education, health promotion, prevention work, and over health and 
well-being.  I have witnessed the power that emerges from an Indigenous person learning about 
their identity, becoming proud, and secure in their values and principles.  Many Indigenous 
families across the world that have encountered colonization have faced trauma in their relations 
with their dominant governments. 
When I attended graduate school as a mature student, my Haudenosaunee lens was 
initially a barrier for me as I struggled to learn about Western research methodologies.  These 
theories were not aligning with my Indigenous thought and philosophy.  Through the guidance of 
my supervisor and my committee, I was encouraged to use this difficulty to learn why this was 
the case.  I fulfilled the requirements for my masters by visiting with Haudenosaunee knowledge 
holders and translating Haudenosaunee Indigenous knowledge into the Western framing of 
ontology, epistemology, axiology, and research methods and develop them as a Haudenosaunee 
research methodology called Ogwehowehneha (Thomas, 2012).  
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The challenge for this dissertation project is using this methodology in a non-
Haudenosaunee context.  Although many Indigenous Nations have similar ways of knowing and 
philosophies, they are diverse, each with their cultural practices and philosophies.  In this 
context, there are similarities between the Haudenosaunee law of Ganikwiyoh (The Good Mind) 
and Anishnawbe law of Mino-Bimaadiziwin (The Good Life). 
Matawa First Nations and The Ring of Fire Case Study 
The ring of fire [ROF] is in Northern Ontario, within the Treaty 9 (1905, 1906, 1929, 
1937) area.  The lands are the ancestral territory of the Anishnawbe (Ojibway) and First Nations.  
Through the generations, these Nations coexisted, intermarried, lived side by side in a region 
now referred to as Matawa, resulting in forming a culture of Oji-Cree now.  The area is a vastly 
spread out area Northeast of Thunder Bay see Figure 1. 
In 1988, Matawa First Nations Management [MFNM] formed as an organization to 
support the nine First Nation member communities, see Table 2 for a population breakdown for 
each of these communities.  The communities have unique sets of needs and priorities as 
Aroland, Constance Lake, Ginoogaming, and Long Lake 58 are accessible by road, and 
Eabametoong, Nibinimik, Marten Falls, Neskantaga, and Webique are accessible only by air or 
the winter road system.  The locals refer to the road communities as “the south” and the fly-in 
communities as “the North.”  The communities in the south, although isolated, are all within a 
few hours' drive of the city of Thunder Bay and the town of Hearst.  Unlike in the remote fly-in 
communities, members must travel by plane or winter ice roads to leave the community. 
Understanding the contextual situation for each of these communities requires 
consideration for the distinct and diverse needs between communities that have all-weather road 
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access, and the communities that are dependent on the winter road system.  Especially in terms 
of the existence or non-existence of a local economy, and the relative access to basic 
infrastructure and human rights, like fresh potable drinking water, housing, education, and health 
care.  The Matawa member communities also maintain a presence in a historic village on the 
Kenogami River, and this is a place where four rivers come together, a place they call 
“Mamamatawa,” in the Cree language and translates to “a place of many rivers coming 
together.”  The Chiefs and Elders thought it best to name their management organization to 
recognize the rivers as their lifeline to their existence; they shortened the name to “Matawa,” 
meaning mouth of the river. 
Figure 1.  Map of Matawa homelands and traditional territory (Four 
Rivers, 2019) 
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Each of the nine communities maintains its autonomy through its own Band Council 
government [Indian Act government like a municipal government] that governs independently 
from Matawa management and the other nine communities.  Each Band Council has elected 
councillors and a Chief that serve two-year terms and operate similarly to a municipal 
government.  The size of the Band Council depends upon the size and population of the 
community.  The major challenge for these nine communities is their desire to respect each 
other’s autonomy but to also try to work in a collective, transparent, and trustworthy fashion.   
When communications began with Matawa about the chromite deposit and the potential 
development of a mining project on their territories, the nine communities organized a Summit 
Gathering in 2011 to discuss the situation and to build a collective vision for unity.  A critical 
outcome from this gathering was a draft document called Mamow-Wecheekapawetahteewin 
(Unity) Declaration.  The Chiefs from each of the nine Matawa communities took the draft 
document back to their respective communities for review and discussion.  A plan to revisit and 
finalize the draft Declaration at the Gathering of Matawa Communities in 2012.  To review a 
copy of their final Unity Declaration, see Appendix A.   
This declaration became a guide for Matawa’s on-going vision and conversations.  With 
emerging demands for resource development in the region, the nine communities worked to 
develop a regional framework agreement both amongst themselves, and with the Ontario 
Government.  This created a new department at Matawa called the Ring of Fire Office in January 
2011.  Their mandate was to support each community with a comprehensive strategy to assist 
communities with developing consultation protocols and keep communications opened about 
mining and mineral development in the region.  Through the years, the Ring of Fire office 
operated numerous committees to support and enhance Matawa communities, the Province 
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covered most of the cost of this initiative, after a signing an agreement between Matawa and 
Ontario in 2014.  The agreement established the Regional Framework Working Group, 
consisting of representatives from each of the communities.  Members of the committee were 
communication officers and expected to carry relevant information back to each community.   
Figure 2 is an illustration drawn by Pamela Hubbard that represents Matawa’s vision and 
has been the guiding principles for the Regional Framework Working Group.  At the centre of 
the image are Matawa’s expressed priorities: environment, infrastructure; revenue sharing, and 
socio-economic.  Each section represents a priority, inside each section are the goals that Matawa 
envisions for their communities.  After the Ford government cancelled the funding of this 
agreement, the department changed its name to Regional Priorities and Jurisdiction. 
 
Figure 2. Four Pillars of the Community Driven Regional Framework.  This figure shows the 
regional priorities for Matawa communities.  (Image courtesy Four Rivers Group, 
2015) 
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MFNM has several departments that provide support for Matawa member communities: 
economic development, mining and mineral expertise, education, skills and trades training, 
policy analysis, environmental services, regional priorities and jurisdiction, health and social 
services, and a geo-mapping office.  MFNM operates under a CEO structure supervised by a 
board of directors comprised of the Band Elected Chiefs from each of the nine communities.  
MFNM is in the city of Thunder Bay and serves as a hub of support for the member 
communities.  Table 2 shows that over 50% of Matawa members reside off-reserve and live in 
Thunder Bay, which is why MFNM offers support for Matawa members in the urban centre as 
well.    
Table 2 
 







Aroland First Nation 407 726 
Constance Lake First Nation 870 1,757 
Eabametong First Nation 1,546 2,698 
Ginoogaming First Nation 208 979 
Long Lake 58 First Nation 526 1610 
Neskantaga First Nation 348 482 
Nibinamik First Nation 386 538 
Marten Falls First Nation 354 795 
Webequie First Nation 793 927 
Totals 5,438 10,579 
 
Situational Context 
While it is commonplace to hear the statistics and poor standards of living conditions that 
Indigenous people live in, the critical reasoning for why these conditions exist is typically not 
understood.  Indigenous communities are dependent on the Canadian State because of the 
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existing relationship of colonial dependence under the Indian Act (1876).  What is at issue here 
is not a legal issue, but a moral and ethical one, as the fact remains that under the Indian Act 
(1876), the State has fiduciary responsibility for the care and protection of “Status Indians,” 
which includes basic infrastructures. 
In July of 2019, the Federal government split Indigenous and Northern Affairs Canada 
[INAC] into two departments, one called Crown-Indigenous Relations [CIR] whose mandate is 
to improve Crown-Indigenous relations, and the other Indigenous Services Canada [ISC], whose 
mandate is to focus on the service provision for on-reserve First Nations.  The reasoning for this 
move was to help expedite the settlement of land claim negotiations and final agreements, while 
also working to improve services within First Nation communities. 
When examining Indigenous People’s health and well-being through a social 
determinants lens, we learn that many situations of poor health outcomes are the result of 
political policies within the Indian Act (King, Smith, & Gracey, 2009).  These gaps in services 
mean that political solutions are required to improve this situation.  INAC began monitoring its 
efforts through the development of the Community Well-being Index [CWB] (2004).  The CWB 
is a score calculated out of 100 based on four factors of socio-economic well-being: education, 
labour force, income, and housing. 
ISC has the responsibility to monitor this data as they believe the CWB score provides a 
systematic, reliable summary measure of socio-economic well-being for individual communities 
in Canada.  Although the Federal government recognizes that calculating well-being could be 
accomplished in multiple ways, they believe that CWB provides a snapshot to illustrate the 
variations in well-being across First Nations and Inuit communities.  This data can be used to 
compare to non-Indigenous communities.  The CWB index provides the ability to track the 
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changes in well-being over time.  It can be used to compare with other community-level data to 
develop a wide variety of research on the factors associated with well-being. 
Figure 3 shows the CWB averages between Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities 
across Canada between 1981-2016.  Figure 4 shows the breakdown of the gaps between 
Indigenous and non-Indigenous across the CWB factors of education, labour force, income, and 
housing.  To draw focus on the Matawa context, Figure 5 demonstrates the breakdown of CWB 
factors, as well as the overall CWB scores for each of the Matawa communities that were 
available at the time this dissertation being written. 
 
Figure 3. Community Well-being averages scores between 1981-2016.  This figure represents 
the differences between Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities in Canada. 
(INAC, 2016) 
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Figure 4. Community Well-being scores broken into components.  This figure demonstrates the 
gaps in component scores between Indigenous and non-Indigenous communities in 
2026.  (INAC, 2016) 
 
Figure 5. Matawa community well-being scores.  This figure shows the community well-being 
total scores and broken down by each component score Matawa member communities. 
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In Figure 5, the nine Matawa communities fall at similar and below CWB scores of other 
First Nations in Canada.  When you break down the factors, education score stands out across 
Matawa fall far below other First Nations and Canada.  The other factors appear to be at least at 
the First Nation standards.  These are critical factors to consider as leaders experience 
community pressures to resolve the infrastructure issues and improve the overall quality of life 
for their members. 
Indigenous Community Research 
One essential element of a successful Indigenous research process is dependent on the 
relations with the community that is involved in the research project.  A positive relationship is 
necessary as the aspects of the Indigenous research methodology is to have authentic Indigenous 
voices, and Indigenous community members who do not feel that you as a researcher are 
respecting their contributions then they will not participate.  To ensure that trust and respect are 
built takes time for the communities to learn about who you are.  These actions are about a 
relationship of integrity, not about how many degrees one has.  For the Indigenous community, 
what matters is what kind of person you are, how do you live, what your values are.  This 
relationship cannot occur over a brief meeting; the only way this can happen is through time.  
Taking the time to build an authentic relationship results in a delay in the entire research process, 
and is the primary reason that Indigenous research takes longer to complete than a typical 
Western research project. 
Completing this research project took a significant amount of more time than initially 
planned because we were conducting a case study in a highly sensitive and confidential context.  
Our research team consisted of Indigenous and Western researchers, and we were researching as 
outsiders from Southern Ontario in a far Northern context.  The only reason our research was 
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successful was that we took two years to build relations through a partnership with MFNM.  We 
then took an additional year to secure a formal research agreement with the Matawa Chiefs 
Council, then an extra year to secure time with the Chiefs to visit and participate in the research 
for my dissertation project. 
The Matawa staff were instrumental in connecting and building relations with each of the 
nine Matawa Chiefs and their communities.  Any time we needed support to organize a 
community meeting or a conference, the Matawa staff were there to offer guidance, direction, 
and support.  In securing our official agreement with the Matawa Chiefs Council, we committed 
to building community capacity as much as we could.  If there were local Matawa community 
members or any post-secondary students that wanted to assist and learn about researching 
Indigenous rights and resource governance, we would train them. 
One of the most notable events we organized for the Matawa communities was to hold a 
three-day training conference on Free, Prior and Informed Consent, which included a visit by 
the United Nations Special Rapporteur on Indigenous People's Rights Victoria Tauli-Corpuz.  
Our research team also attended some of their training conferences on climate change, water, 
leadership training, and jurisdictional issues.  On occasion, our research team wrote a briefing 
note or a position paper on some of these issues about Indigenous Peoples' rights. 
As a research team, we agreed that we would act as a resource team to support and 
participate in as many events as possible, of course not to interfere and only when invited.  I 
attended three Matawa Annual General Meetings, and the Nibinamik youth retreat, and I also 
supported a fellow Ph.D. researcher from the team with her community visits during her research 
data gathering. 
Knowledge mobilization is key to a successful research project, especially with 
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Indigenous communities.  During our research project, we engaged with the idea of accessibility 
of knowledge of Indigenous rights for leaders and community members when facing challenges 
and circumstances of development on their lands.  We concluded that it is hard for Indigenous 
communities to assert their rights if they do not know what their rights are.  We then set forth a 
plan to construct a website that is accessible on a mobile platform on Indigenous rights and the 
principles of free, prior, and informed consent (www.fpic.info).  This website has since been 
passed over to another Indigenous partner, Six Nations Polytechnic, and their Indigenous 
Knowledge Centre to maintain and monitor the website. 
 As a final part of our commitment and accountability to the Matawa communities and 
Matawa First Nations Management, we continue to offer to build community capacity on these 
complex issues.  We will be organizing a final gathering in the Summer of 2021, and we have 
left an open offer to the nine Matawa communities who wish to have us come and deliver 
training at a local community level on Indigenous rights and FPIC.  Matawa has continued to 
trust our research team as we are now assisting in a two-year water research project with Four 
Rivers (Environmental Services of MFNM).  This new research project is collecting baseline 
data on water quality in the Greenstone area, which is the site of a gold mine that is due to begin 
construction.  We are also assisting with capturing stories from their members about their 
relationship with water. 
Research Synopsis 
I knew this research project would require a comprehensive analysis of complex issues, 
hence the decision to utilize a MMO.  I believed the multi-manuscript option would provide the 
opportunity to focus on complex questions, with a specific lens and analysis, to try to bring as 
much clarity to these complexities as possible.  This research is by no means an exhaustive 
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project, as one of the biggest challenges with this case study is it is so emergent that legislation, 
social policy, and procedures changed dramatically during the case study.  These challenges 
were due to the Ontario Liberal Provincial majority government losing power to a Conservative 
majority in 2018, and a Liberal Federal majority to a minority in 2019.  With each government 
setting their priorities based on their political ideologies, it is difficult to secure a stable and 
transparent relationship with the Crown authorities.  Following this introductory chapter, the 
dissertation includes three chapters and a concluding chapter followed by my appendices.  
In the first chapter, I discuss the importance of utilizing an Indigenous research 
methodology for conducting Indigenous research.  Unfortunately, there is an abundance of poor 
research conducted ‘on’ Indigenous Peoples, rather than ‘for’ and ‘with.’  As an Indigenous 
scholar, I wanted to ensure my research findings would have utility and benefit for the Matawa 
communities.  I would follow what many Indigenous scholars state, which is the need to conduct 
Indigenous research in a more culturally relevant and safer manner is essential to ensuring that 
an authentic research process occurs.  My methodology of choice is one from my master’s 
project titled Ogwehowehneha: A Haudenosaunee research methodology (Thomas, 2012), which 
translated Haudenosaunee knowledge into a research methodology.  The challenge for the use of 
this methodology is I will be researching in an Anishnawbe context, which is an entirely 
different Nation, with their Indigenous knowledge, ways, and philosophies.  This chapter 
highlights the process of adapting Ogwehowehneha for an Anishnawbe context, and why this 
was essential to building trust, accountability, and relevance for Matawa. 
The second chapter presents findings from five Matawa gatherings where Matawa 
leadership had asked their members to identify priorities and visions for the future as they 
began to engage proponents about development in their region.  From these archives, 
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Matawa members understand that they have a sacred duty, role, and responsibility to 
follow their Anishnawbe Natural Laws.  This law is Mino-Bimaadiziwin and means that 
everyone is to live in harmony and balance with Creation and to ensure that future 
generations have the same opportunities.  This Anishnawbe Natural Law conflicts with 
the demands for resource extraction in the “Ring of Fire,” where extractive practices 
frequently cause significant harm to the environments in which they operate.  This 
chapter details these priorities that Matawa communities have set as they enter 
negotiations to ensure their communities benefit economically and the hopes of 
restrictive measures for the development that will protect the ecosystems for their future 
generations.  
Chapter three presents findings from four in-depth visits with Matawa leadership 
to learn about their experiences as leaders trying to balance the need to protect their lands 
and inherent rights against the need for building an economy.  Matawa leadership is 
under enormous pressure to solve the social issues, the infrastructure issues, and the 
chronic underfunding from the Federal government.  Leaders believe that the 
development of an economy will go a long way toward improving their health and well-
being.  Still, there is a real fear that their communities and people are not ready to take 
advantage of this opportunity.  Matawa leaders believe that many of their members and 
leaders must go through a decolonization process and relearning what it means to be 
Anishnawbe.  Matawa leadership believes that this decolonization process will strengthen 
their member's identity, their connection with each other, and their lands.  The findings 
from these visits demonstrate a decolonization strategy that provides a pathway to 
achieve Mino-Bimaadiziwin on both an individual and a collective level. 
MATAWA CASE STUDY 30 
In this dissertation, I employ community psychology as an analytic perspective on the 
complexities of the competing Indigenous laws and Settler legislation in the interpretation and 
implementation of FPIC.  Using a Haudenosaunee research methodology, I provide the reader 
with insight into the lessons learned from a multi-year relationship with Matawa First Nations, 
which included many workshops, on-going conversations, archival review, and visiting with 
knowledge holders.   
The dissertation concludes with an overview of this multi-year relational learning process 
with an emphasis on the importance of a decolonizing strategy as a critical key to sustainable 
self-determination through Indigenous law. 
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Abstract 
 
Conducting Indigenous research with a Western research methodology has barriers to achieving 
the maximum utility and benefit for the Indigenous community.  This chapter discusses the 
translation of Haudenosaunee knowledge into a Western methodological framework of ontology, 
epistemology, axiology, and research methods to formulate Ogwehowehneha: A Haudenosaunee 
research methodology while also explaining its adaptation and application for use in an 
Anishnawbe context.  I called this new adapted methodology “One Dish, One Spoon,” that 
references an ancient covenant agreement between the Haudenosaunee and the Anishnawbe to 
peacefully share lands and resources.  One Dish, One Spoon was used for my dissertation project 
that involved an Indigenous community-based research project on Indigenous rights and resource 
governance in Northern Ontario, Canada.  By sharing this experience, I demonstrate the 
shortcomings of Western research methodologies and how Indigenous methodologies advance 
Indigenous law and philosophy, as well as the challenge of researching cross-culturally amongst 
Indigenous Nations. 
Keywords: Indigenous methodologies, Indigenous knowledge, Indigenous law, 
Haudenosaunee, Anishinaabe, Decolonization. 
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The use of an Indigenous research methodology: Applying Ogwehowehneha 
 
Although many emerging critical approaches to Indigenous research has demonstrated 
success for Indigenous communities, the most promising strategy is conducting Indigenous 
research with an Indigenous research methodology.  For Indigenous research to be beneficial, 
one must research with a paradigm that accounts for Indigenous ways of knowing.  In this 
chapter, I articulate a Haudenosaunee [Six Nations/Iroquois] research methodology, the 
importance of conducting research with an Indigenous research methodology, and furthermore 
the challenge of being an Indigenous researcher in a community and culture different than my 
own. 
To fully appreciate and understand my theoretical arguments, I will discuss 
Haudenosaunee knowledge and philosophies, I will then outline the need for adapting my 
methodology for application in the Oji-Cree Nations in Northern Ontario, which is the site of the 
research project.  This chapter raises some critical theoretical advancement as there is limited 
scholarship related to researching across the diversity amongst Canadian Indigenous Nations.  
Lastly, I will explain why the use of an Indigenous methodology is vital to account for 
Indigenous ways of knowing and for the uptake of the findings of this Indigenous research. 
Standpoint 
My name is Yohjaseh [New Earth], I am Onondawaga [Seneca Nation] Nyagwai [Bear 
Clan], and part of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy.  I was born and raised in my community of 
Six Nations by the Grand River in Southern Ontario, Canada.  I am four generations removed 
from Indian Residential School; I grew up attending ceremony; I grew up hearing my original 
language; I grew up never questioning my identity as an Indigenous person.  I have a very sound 
foundation for Haudenosaunee law and philosophy.  I have come to understand what an extreme 
privilege this is.  When I am trying to understand any phenomenon, I naturally want to 
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comprehend my experiences through my Haudenosaunee lens.  I returned to university as a 
mature student to complete my master's degree in community psychology.  As an emerging 
Indigenous scholar having to bridge my Haudenosaunee reality into Western scholarship was not 
easy, as early on, I realized how different my thinking about the world was from the theories I 
was learning in my courses.  The theoretical work in this chapter originates from my master's 
thesis Ogwehowehneha (Thomas, 2012), where I translated Haudenosaunee knowledge into 
Western constructs of ontology, epistemology, axiology, and research methods.  For my doctoral 
research, I adapted this methodology for use and application in Matawa.  Under reflection and 
advisement from my dissertation committee, this concept of blending my Haudenosaunee 
thought and philosophy with those I was learning from the Anishnawbe in the Matawa region 
was reflective of the principles contained in the dish with one spoon treaty (Martin-Hill, 
Melnick, Brothers, Hill, Thomas, & Fox, 2007).  Therefore, I chose to call this new adapted 
methodology One Dish, One Spoon to honour this ancient covenant treaty agreement between 
the Haudenosaunee and the Anishnawbe.   
Context 
My dissertation project in Matawa is part of a Social Sciences, Humanities Research 
Council: Insight Grant titled Resource governance and Indigenous rights: Understanding 
intercultural frameworks for negotiating free prior and informed consent secured by Dr. Terry 
Mitchell.  The goal of the larger research project is to advance intercultural knowledge to inform 
policy development for the effective implementation of FPIC in emerging sites of resource 
extraction in Canada and Chile.  This research is using case studies to compare the experiences 
of Indigenous Peoples in Chile, Northwest Territories, Nunavut, and Northern Ontario.  Dr. 
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Terry Mitchell is the principal investigator and is leading the case study in the ROF in Northern 
Ontario. 
Although the focus of this work is with a specific interest in the proposed Ring of Fire 
[ROF] development in northern Ontario, the Matawa region is a mineral-rich environment with 
numerous active claims.  The Eagles Nest Mine within the ROF itself is a proposed mining 
project with an estimated value of 65 billion dollars of chromite located 750 kilometres north of 
the city of Thunder Bay, Ontario.  The ROF area lies within the Treaty 9 (1905-06, adhesions 
1929-30) area and is the ancestral home of Anishinaabeg (Oji-Cree Nations).  Matawa First 
Nations Management is a tribal council formed in 1988 to support nine First Nation member 
communities in the region: Aroland, Constance Lake, Eabametoong, Ginoogaming, Long Lake 
#58, Nibinamik, Marten Falls, Neskantaga, and Webequie.  With a total membership population 
of 9500, the Matawa First Nations communities have unique sets of needs and priorities, with 
some communities accessible by all-weather roads (Aroland, Constance Lake, Ginoogaming, and 
Long Lake #58).  Other communities are only accessible by air or by seasonal ice roads 
(Eabametoong, Nibinamik, Marten Falls, Neskantaga, and Webequie).   
My research interest for this doctoral project is considering how international and 
domestic rights-based instruments such as s.35 of the Canadian Constitution (1982) and the 
United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples (2007) help in the assertion of 
Indigenous inherent rights.  This research context crosses many legal interpretations of who has 
the legal and legislative authority on Matawa lands, and who has the power to decide the 
direction of future developments in the region.  These complexities will be briefly discussed but 
go beyond the scope of this chapter.  I will discuss them in other publications of my dissertation.  
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This chapter will focus on maximizing the benefits of Indigenous research by using an 
Indigenous research methodology.  
Literature Review 
Western Methodologies 
Emerging scholars contemplate metaphysical truths about reality when selecting an 
appropriate research paradigm for their research.  When questioning the nature of reality, 
understanding truth, and the pursuit of knowledge, some intensive philosophical assumptions 
emerge.  These questions are essential to answer, as it confirms the methodology with which 
researchers align themselves and further determines the design, the instruments, the analysis, and 
dissemination of the research (Patton, 2002). 
A research paradigm encompasses beliefs about the nature of reality, assumptions about 
knowledge and the values related to the pursuit of knowledge.  Paradigms represent certain 
fundamental or metaphysical beliefs that formulate entire systems of ideas.  Lincoln and Guba 
(1985) refer to a paradigm as the systematic set of beliefs, along with accompanying research 
methods.  Patton (2002) says,   
A paradigm is a worldview-a way of thinking about and making sense of the complexities 
of the real world.  As such, paradigms are deeply rooted in the socialization of adherents 
and practitioners.  Paradigms tell us what is important, legitimate, and reasonable. (p. 69).   
 
Creswell (2003) further delineates the term paradigm to four philosophical assumptions “about 
the beliefs about ontology (the nature of reality), epistemology (what counts as knowledge and 
how knowledge claims are justified), axiology (the role of values in research), and methodology 
(the process of research)” (p. 20). 
There are plenty of methodologies within Western science, which have become allied 
approaches to researching with Indigenous peoples.  Narrative inquiry (Connelly & Clandinin, 
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1990) seems to be an obvious choice given that many Indigenous Nations rely heavily on the 
acquisition of knowledge through stories and visiting.  Furthermore, in recent years, there has 
been an influx of innovative approaches called interpretive frameworks (J. Creswell, 2003; T. 
Creswell, 2012).  These focus on using various strategies to locate reality through multiple 
methods of inquiry and various lenses.  Critical theory, queer, theory, feminist theory, and 
transformational theory examine knowledge and truth through lenses of power, gender, and 
privilege. 
Scholars conducting Indigenous research have bridged the divide between Western 
methods and Indigenous ways of knowing by utilizing community-based participatory research 
methods [CBPR] (Blodgett, Schinke, Smith, Peltier, & Pheasant, 2011; Evans, Hole, Berg, 
Hutchinson, & Sookraj, 2009).  This approach is limited in its success by how effective the 
research team is at implementing the principles of CBPR (Minkler &Wallerstein, 2008; LaVeaux 
& Christopher, 2009).  These principles ask the research team to share power with the 
community they are researching; this should include the collection, the analysis, and 
dissemination of the findings.  These principles share power with the marginalized voices in the 
community to have the opportunity to contribute to the research.  In the case of Indigenous 
research, if the research team dominates and controls the entire research process, you will lose 
the contributions and understanding of Indigenous reality.  Despite the existence of these varied 
methodologies and approaches, they simply cannot account for an Indigenous reality that exists 
on a spiritual and relational stance.  The best strategy to capture Indigenous thought and 
philosophy is to implement an Indigenous research methodology is used. 
Indigenous Methodologies 
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Drawson, Toombs, & Mushquash (2017) conducted a systematic review of Indigenous 
research methods and catalogued the vast array of Indigenous research methods in the peer-
reviewed literature and describe commonalities among methods, to guide researchers and 
communities in future method development.  There were 64 articles met inclusionary criteria, 
and five themes emerged: General Indigenous Frameworks, Western Methods in an Indigenous 
Context, Community-Based Participatory Research, Storytelling, and Culture-Specific Methods. 
What the team discovered is that research that implemented some form of Indigenous research 
methods/methodology minimized the influence and impact of Western ways of knowing and 
privileged Indigenous knowledge systems.  Another critical aspect of using an Indigenous 
framework is that it situates a non-Indigenous researcher directly in relation to the Indigenous 
community in which the research is taking place, thereby learning directly from the Indigenous 
experience and context, which is crucial to a thorough and rigorous understanding of the 
phenomenon.  In their conclusion, the authors state that researchers involved with Indigenous 
research. 
Researchers interested in pursuing a program that includes Indigenous research methods 
should incorporate this perspective in every step of the process—from the conception of 
the research question through knowledge translation and exchange.  Unlike Western 
research methods, Indigenous research methods require that all components in the 
process embody the values of the Indigenous group involved.  
(Drawson, Toombs, & Mushquash, 2017 p.15). 
   
This current demand for using Indigenous research methodologies in Indigenous research 
can thank Smith (1999; 2013), who is regarded as being a seminal Indigenous scholar that began 
to assert the importance of Indigenizing research within the academy as a pathway for a 
decolonization process for Indigenous people.  In her book Decolonizing Methodologies, she 
advances the demand for Indigenous populations to set their research agendas, her overarching 
arguments for Indigenous research agendas is we have different objectives than Western 
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research.  Her framework for Indigenous-peoples research focuses on four processes: 
decolonization, healing, mobilization, and transformation.  These processes are guided by four 
states of being, survival, recovery, development, and self-determination.  These processes and 
states are what she calls the “Indigenous Peoples’ Project.”  It has a research agenda of 
reclaiming, reconstructing, and reformulating Indigenous cultures and languages, driven by an 
agenda of social justice that advances issues such as cultural survival and restoration, self-
determination, and healing.    
 Indigenous scholars (A. Wilson, 2004; Absolon, 2011; Battiste, 2001; Debassige, 2010; 
Kovach, 2009; Lavallée, 2009; S. Wilson, 2008) have insisted that the development of 
Indigenous methodologies for Indigenous research is necessary, as these will incorporate the 
critical aspect of “Indigenous relationality.”  These Indigenous scholars made significant 
contributions to Western scholarship by creating the space for Indigenous scholarship to 
challenge how the academy conceptualizes research with Indigenous communities.   
The primary claim by these scholars is that Indigenous peoples have a unique way of 
knowing that is incompatible with positivism and much of Western scholarship.  Indigenous 
scholars criticize a science that focuses on the determination of cause and effect relationships; 
such linear thinking is limiting and inconsistent with Indigenous cultures.  These assertions are 
not to discount Western scholarship or the allied researchers conducting critical, feminist, and 
social constructivist research but simply to state that Indigenous peoples need research 
completed with Indigenous methodologies.  Indigenous ways of knowing are emerging so 
strongly across multiple disciplines in the academy.  Denzin and Lincoln (2008) consider this a 
time of “critical Indigenous pedagogy.”  They assert this is necessary for Indigenous populations 
to redefine all elements of inquiry involving their community.   
APPLYING ONE DISH, ONE SPOON 43 
The work must represent Indigenous persons honestly, without distortion or stereotype, 
and the research should honour Indigenous knowledge, customs, and rituals, should not 
be judged in terms of neocolonial paradigms.  (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008, p. 2) 
In the next two sections, it is essential to share the roots of Indigenous law and 
philosophy for the Haudenosaunee, and Anishnawbe peoples used to inform my research. 
Haudenosaunee Reality 
The Haudenosaunee believe that knowledge is gained by understanding the relationships 
in the natural world.  Ogwehowehneha is a Haudenosaunee research methodology based on an 
ancient understanding that humans are to maintain a spiritual existence within the Universe and 
that our highest motivation of “being” is to be seeking Ganikwi:yo [Good Mind] in all 
relationships.  This spiritual way of life is not to be confused as a religious doctrine.  How one 
chooses to have a relationship with the Creator is not part of this methodology. Still, when one 
considers a “Good Mind,” you should think of it more as a philosophical standpoint rather than a 
religion.  The ceremonies the Haudenosaunee conduct are about celebrating and being grateful 
for the gifts of life that provided to human beings.  The Good Mind is part of a broader 
philosophy called Gayensragowa [The Great Law], which states that we should be striving for a 
life of peace, power, and righteousness, and instructs us how to be the absolute best person 
possible.  In Appendix B, I provide a complete explanation of these Haudenosaunee principles. 
These core beliefs of Haudenosaunee inform a relational and spiritual approach to 
knowledge and knowing.  These beliefs make Haudenosaunee reality distinct from the 
philosophical assumptions expressed in Western research methodologies.  Modern Western ways 
of knowing dismisses notions of spirituality, but there are expressions of relational thinking are 
in some interpretive frameworks like feminism and critical theory.  Social constructivism does 
recognize that time and place influence reality, and these realities are subjective to make many 
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meanings.  However, these interpretive frameworks do not locate a spiritual connection to all 
elements in the Universe as its centre of philosophical assumptions. 
Anishnawbe Reality 
Although Ogwehowehneha focuses on Haudenosaunee knowledge and reality, I will 
explain the reasoning behind its use, adaptation, and application for a research project involving 
Anishnawbe peoples.  One consideration to make when talking about Indigenous methodologies 
is the fact that across the globe, there are several hundred different Indigenous Nations, each 
with their own diverse and distinct Indigenous laws and philosophies.  Therefore, each 
Indigenous group could theoretically have its articulation of an Indigenous research methodology 
based upon its Indigenous ways of knowing. 
  As I briefly described Haudenosaunee philosophy on the Good Mind and the Great Law, 
the Anishnawbe have similar philosophies that are Mino-Bimaadiziwin [Good Life] (Debassige, 
2010) and the Seven Grandfather Teachings (Seven Generations, 2015).  When examining global 
Indigenous peoples, one learns that there are similarities to their philosophies behind their 
cultural practices and ceremonies.  These Indigenous laws are referred to as their “original 
instructions” (Mohawk, 2008; Lyons, 2008), and it is these principles and values that shape 
Indigenous societies, cultures, ceremonies, and promotes an individual's expected roles, duties, 
and responsibilities to their community. 
The Seven Grandfather Teachings guide Mino-Bimaadiziwin; I provide a detailed 
explanation of these principles of Anishnawbe original instructions in Appendix C.  In English, 
these principles are love, humility, courage, honesty, respect, wisdom, and truth.  In Appendix D, 
I provide a more in-depth explanation of Mino-Bimaadiziwin, which means living in a Good 
Life.  Mino-Bimaadiziwin is a similar philosophy to the Good Mind, where Anishnawbe Law 
APPLYING ONE DISH, ONE SPOON 45 
states, there is a perfect way to exist as a human being in this Universe, which is living a Good 
Life.  Similarly, to the Haudenosaunee, this existence is based entirely upon one's relationships 
with all elements in the Universe.  These relationships are fluid and active and based on how an 
individual exists in the Anishnawbe language, ceremonies, the natural world, in Anishnawbe 
thought and understanding, and how one fulfils these duties to live a “Good Life.” 
These philosophies are not static but a thriving engagement of pursuing healthy relations 
with the Universe; over time, you acquire great wisdom and knowledge through your lived 
experiences.  Elders are revered because of the belief of their attainment of wisdom over a 
longer-lived experience. 
Ogwehowehgeka [Original Instructions] 
Translating Haudenosaunee knowledge into a research methodology in a manner that 
would be understood and respected by Indigenous and Western scholarship is a challenge.  In 
Haudenosaunee thought, there is no concept of epistemology, axiology, or ontology.  I used the 
same philosophical assumptions of ontology (the nature of reality), epistemology (what counts as 
knowledge and how knowledge claims are justified), axiology (the role of values in research), 
and research methods (the process of research) to translate Haudenosaunee knowledge into a 
theoretical model that both Western and Indigenous thinkers could appreciate. 
Ontology/Seniyohdwae:haode [Our civilization]-The Nature of Haudenosaunee Reality  
There are four central tenets that form Haudenosaunee reality and philosophy; the first is 
Geiniyogwedage [Four sacred ceremonies]; these are ceremonies to demonstrate to the Creator 
that we are grateful.  The second is the Ganohonyohk [our thanksgiving], which is a protocol 
speech that is to be recited at the dawn of every day, and before any business, meeting, or 
ceremony.  This protocol is not a ceremony but a reminder and an acknowledgement of our 
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relationships with Creation.  When someone recites the speech, the words are symbolic as it 
brings our minds together, all thinking about the same place, to understand how we are to coexist 
with all of Creation.  The third pillar of Haudenosaunee civilization is the Gayensragowa [Great 
Law of Peace].  The Haudenosaunee learned this philosophy from a prophet called the 
“Peacemaker.”  He introduced the Haudenosaunee to a powerful way of knowing during a time 
of warfare amongst the Haudenosaunee.  The Haudenosaunee exists as a Confederacy of several 
Nations, before receiving the Great Law, these Nations were all separate and at war with each 
other.  The Confederacy formed after the Peacemaker taught the Haudenosaunee about 
Gayensragowa. 
There are several components entwined within this teaching, all of which lay the 
foundation for Haudenosaunee civilization.  Central to the Great Law is the ability to live a life 
in balance, wellness, and peace, achieving this means to have Ganikwi:yo [Good Mind].  The 
Haudenosaunee believe each of us has inherent connections to the Creator through our minds. 
When we achieve this balance by living with each of these values of Gayensragowa, then we are 
closest to the Creator.  The last element of Haudenosaunee reality is the Gaihwi:yo [Good 
Words].  These teachings came to the Haudenosaunee after contact with Western society; 
Sganyadaiyo’s [a Seneca prophet whose name translates into “Handsome Lake”] life and journey 
of sharing these good words are called the “Code of Handsome Lake.”  After the Western 
nations began to live amongst the Haudenosaunee, some of our people began abandoning their 
original ways.  Handsome Lake was visited by spirits that reminded him of the Creator's 
expectations of how the Haudenosaunee were to live.  The teachings of Handsome Lake connect 
to our cycle of ceremonies, which demonstrates to the Creator we are grateful for all that has 
been provided in Creation.  The Gaihwi:yo teachings remind the Haudenosaunee how to live an 
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honourable life of citizenship, peace, kindness, and family.  The lessons describe the roles of the 
family and their relationships with each other. 
These four elements of Haudenosaunee civilization are what forms Haudenosaunee 
reality.  These central tenets inform everything within our society, how we practiced our laws, 
our health care, our education, our governance structures, our ceremonies, and our economy.  To 
fully understand Haudenosaunee thought, one must be grounded in each of these elements of 
Seniyohdwae:haode [Our civilization]. 
Epistemology/Ogwehowehgeka [Original Instructions]-Haudenosaunee Knowledge 
 
Haudenosaunee knowledge of “the original instructions” are instructions the Creator left 
for humans to learn to live a full life.  Haudenosaunee knowledge comes from the relationships 
within Creation.  Most central to Haudenosaunee knowledge systems is the “Creation Story” 
itself.  The story of Creation takes several days to share all the ways it informs our lives as 
human beings.  The lessons teach us that we have sacred relationships between all elements of 
Creation.  Everything has a spirit; the earth, the waters, the medicines, our sustenance (fruits and 
vegetables), the trees, the animals, the birds, the winds, the rains, the thunders, the stars: all have 
a spirit and are worthy of respect. 
The natural world is our teacher, and models how we should exist with each other.  When 
you examine various elements in the natural world, you learn about the natural laws that govern 
life.  These natural laws are tremendous teachers and role models, and several Haudenosaunee 
teachings derive from Creation.  For example, during rites of passage for young women after 
they begin their menstruation cycles, their aunties teach them about their grandmother the moon, 
and their relationship between the moon and their 28-day cycle.  This relationship teaches them 
to understand their connection to giving life.  For young men, when their voice starts to change, 
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their uncles teach them about their relationship with their elder brother, the sun.  The sun is a role 
model for men, how it provides light, warmth, and nutrients to sustain life, how it rises early and 
shines brightly to provides unconditionally to the world.  These teachings from the natural world 
demonstrate and model behaviours, to attain knowledge, and understanding of Haudenosaunee 
philosophy.  As Haudenosaunee, we carry tremendous respect for the natural world; we do not 
essentialize our existence to be dominant over other life forms.  The Haudenosaunee believe that 
all of Creation is here for the benefit for all life to share.   
One additional aspect of Haudenosaunee knowledge that came from the “original 
instructions” is this responsibility to ensure that learning is shared.  This responsibility of sharing 
knowledge acquired during your lifetime is a reciprocal responsibility to pass knowledge on to 
the future generations.  In the language, you would say seniyohgwe:hode [we are living our 
ways], this philosophy asks us to ensure this knowledge transmits to the “coming faces.”  The 
“coming faces” are the children not born yet, so while we are alive, it is our responsibility to 
learn as much as we can, to share the knowledge when we mature.    
Axiology/Gengohowas:toh [It holds it all together]-The Role of Haudenosaunee Values in 
Research 
 
Haudenosaunee values reflect the understanding of Creation and how everything is 
inherently connected and inter-related, and back to one of the central tenets of Haudenosaunee 
civilization “Good Mind.”  Understanding the Good Mind asks us to seek Sken:nen [peace] in all 
our relationships.  However, Sken:nen is a difficult word to translate into English; it means a 
spiritual grounding, a relational concept that you attain peace within your existence in Creation.  
This concept of having a Good Mind is central to understand all the elements of Haudenosaunee 
reality and knowledge.  Having a Good Mind means that in every aspect of your life as a human 
being, you try to live the values of the Great Law.  The central ethics of conducting 
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Haudenosaunee research is to maintain and respect these elements of Indigenous reality, not 
question Indigenous laws but ensuring as researchers, we honour, and respect Indigenous law is 
paramount. 
Methods/Sedowanes [Learn]-The Research Process 
Haudenosaunee knowledge and reality focuses on understanding our relationships with 
the natural world.  When one seeks to acquire more insight, you must use the methods that make 
the most sense.  In this sense, the Haudenosaunee are pragmatic in seeking knowledge.  The 
most important aspect of learning is the skill of observation.  We believe all Haudenosaunee 
knowledge lies within the natural world.  If we want to learn more or increase understanding of a 
phenomenon, we simply must look to the first teacher, our Mother Earth.  Knowledge may come 
in the form of passive observance, but it may come by participating.  Knowledge from 
participation comes by actively being engaged in a learning process, where observing is more 
about learning through role modelling.  There were formal practices of learning, but much was 
informal, it was a natural part of living in a collective society. 
Haudenosaunee seek knowledge through visiting and is a primary method of knowledge 
generation that follows distinct protocols.  Visiting is not an interview, but a discovery process 
over the time that you spend with another person, or a group of people.  With the 
Haudenosaunee, how you make your inquiry is just as important as what you want to know.  You 
would not ask a direct question of a person with traditional knowledge, as they will not tell you 
an answer.  They understand that knowledge comes from your observance or reflecting, so they 
may ask you to seek something in the natural world to discover your way of answering your 
query.  They may guide you to reflect on certain things but will seldom just provide you with a 
direct answer.  This process of visiting can take many years of learning.  
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Reflecting is a crucial part of the process of acquiring knowledge, which stems from the 
belief that we are inherently connected to the Creator through our brains.  This belief emerged 
from the Haudenosaunee Creation story when the Creator breathed life into us, and He provided 
us with the ability to understand, know, and think about how all things in Creation.  That is why 
dreams, visions, and ceremonies are instrumental to knowledge generation.  Remember that 
Haudenosaunee reality is in Creation, and each element of Creation has the knowledge and a 
spirit.  As humans, we are capable of learning from these elements in Creation, but sometimes 
these come in the forms of spiritual awakenings that occur through ceremony, dreams, or visions.  
These spiritual awakenings are what I call witnessing and is when profound learning has 
occurred.  It may happen to an individual, a group, to yourself, or someone else, we learn from 
our lived experiences as well as the experience of others. 
Haudenosaunee knowledge is an intricate connection to all elements in the Universe.  It is 
difficult to frame these separate concepts and assumptions on reality, knowledge, values, and 
methods that form a methodology, as there are elements within each that intertwine with each 
other.  I watched a video of the late Jake Thomas during the Great Law Recital (1994), in which 
he comments on the Haudenosaunee worldview, “Haudenosaunee knowledge and reality are like 
the grapevines.  They may go all over the place and stretch far, but really they are all connected.”  
These elements of Haudenosaunee philosophy form Ogwehowehneha [living our original ways] 
as a full research methodology.  In Table 3, these Haudenosaunee concepts appear with their 
corresponding Western philosophical assumptions. 
Table 3 
Ogwehowehneha 
Construct Haudenosaunee Term English Translation 
Axiology Gengohowas:toh   It holds everything together 










The history of research on Indigenous people has been fraught with abuse of power by 
outside researchers (RCAP, 1996).  Historically, Indigenous communities received little benefit 
for their participation; findings were created and interpreted without any vetting for how they 
may impact Indigenous communities (First Nations Centre, 2004).  In Canada, there was so 
much evidence of abuse that the Tri-Council Policy Statement: Ethical Conduct for Research 
Involving Humans (2014) dedicated a specific chapter for researching with Indigenous 
populations.  This policy ensures that researchers meet a certain standard to protect the 
Indigenous communities they engage in research and that researchers should respect Indigenous 
knowledge and worldviews throughout the design, analysis, and dissemination of their research.  
The philosophical assumptions that guide the design of a research project inform where 
to seek answers for the research questions, the design, the interpretation, and the dissemination 
strategies.  If we rely only upon Western methodologies to inform our investigations with 
Indigenous populations, we immediately are discounting a significant portion of understanding 
the phenomenon if we do not locate and centre Indigenous reality as a standpoint.   
Gengohowas:toh [it holds it all together-axiology] is about advancing the unquestioning 
understanding and respect for Indigenous law and philosophy.  As an outsider, if you do not 
position your understanding with fundamental Indigenous Laws like the “Good Mind” or the 
Ontology Seniyohdwae:haode  Our civilization 




 Visiting, Observing, 
Participating, Dreams and 
Visions, Reflection, 
Witnessing 
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“Good Life,” then you will be doing an injustice to any investigation with Indigenous peoples.  
Any interpretations of findings will have limited benefit for the Indigenous community.   
 The values contained in Ogwehowehneha guide how we build relationships with the participants 
that may be involved in the research.  The length of time we invest in capturing the data, 
remembering that visiting is creating a meaningful relationship of trust.  Visiting happens in a 
manner that will allow a connection to form.  These extra demands may be challenging for 
Western researchers to navigate because of the concept that we are all equal in the Universe.  
The privileges you may experience in the Western world as a professional means little in the 
Indigenous community.  Within Indigenous society, everyone has an equal level of respect.  
Everyone is the same, even those that may carry a traditional title [chief/clan-mother/faith-
keepers are traditional titles].  Carrying a traditional title means that you have an extra duty to 
fulfill, but this does not mean that they have any superiority over any other community member.  
The title they carry is a special relationship and responsibility between that title-holder and the 
Creator, not between that individual and everyone else.  Respect is earned by how you live and 
carry yourself, which is dramatically different from Western society.  In the Western world, the 
knowledge you have spent years acquiring your degrees do not carry the same value within the 
Indigenous community.  You attain merit within the Indigenous community by your 
contributions to the community, by how you live your life.  It takes time to build trust, and why, 
at times, the community may even challenge you to see how you react or respond in certain 
situations.  The people you are hoping to research with will want to determine what kind of 
human being you are, not what Western title you carry. 
When we get to the design of a research project within an Indigenous community, we 
need to remember the basis of Indigenous knowing is Creation Ogwehowehgeka [original 
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instructions].  We need to consider if any evidence and understanding of the phenomenon under 
investigation exist in the natural world.  Is there any evidence of this being natural in the 
Universe; might there be a spiritual explanation for this phenomenon?  We might look to 
understand the history of this phenomenon; was it part of the community in their original 
instructions.  If not, then we ask when it became part of the community and if there is a spiritual 
disruption causing this phenomenon.  If it was, how did Indigenous ancestors deal with this 
phenomenon, what relationship to this phenomenon exists elsewhere?  In learning where to 
discover knowledge, as researchers conducting Indigenous research must accept and understand 
that knowledge can come from outside of human existence.  
 Sedowanes [how we learn-methods] is similar to Western methods, through observation, 
participation.  Learning may even come through ceremony, dreams, or visions.  Many 
Indigenous Nations believe we are born with our original instructions encoded in our DNA.  That 
deep within our minds, all the answers to the Universe are there.  To locate this knowledge takes 
time, patience, and the ability to reflect on the situation at hand profoundly and critically; the 
Universe will answer our questions. 
This process, at times, may be a spiritual learning journey, which is why Indigenous 
research should be completed with an Indigenous research methodology.  This assertion aligns 
with Smith (1999; 2013) refers to as a decolonization project, the opportunity for Indigenous 
peoples to be truly self-determining by using their Indigenous knowledge and philosophy to 
guide the process of rebuilding their Nations.  
A Dish with One Spoon Treaty 
The exact date and origin of this treaty is unknown due to oral history, however what is 
known is that it predates contact and has several iterations over the generations.  The origin of 
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this agreement dates to when the Peacemaker helped form the Haudenosaunee Confederacy with 
the Gayenshragowa (Great Law) approximately 1200 years ago.  The meaning of this agreement 
was the idea that Creation is here for the benefit of all humankind, and there should be no war, 
conflict, or fear of being able to enjoy the gifts of the Creator.  This became one of the principles 
that brought together the original five Nations (Cayuga, Mohawk, Oneida, Onondaga, and 
Seneca) to join the Haudenosaunee Confederacy.  The Tuscarora Nation came to join the 
confederacy to be formally known as Six Nations in the 1700s as they were fleeing what became 
North Carolina.   
After the formation of the Haudenosaunee Confederacy these principles of diplomacy 
began to secure relations with other Indigenous Nations.  The dish with one spoon wampum belt 
treaty in Figure 6, the purple symbol represents a dish, with a beaver tail inside as a spoon.  The 
story shared from the Peacemaker is that the gifts of Creation are to share with all, and that when 
we eat together, we do not require a knife for fear of accidentally causing harm to one another.   
The principles of a dish with one spoon were shared with the Anishnawbe Nations in 
what is now southern Ontario.  This occurred prior to contact with European Settlers, as this area 
was referred to as “a common beaver hunting grounds.”  This treaty was acknowledged by the 
British Crown as the Nanfan Treaty of 1701 (Six Nations, 2008), and remains why the 
Haudenosaunee continue to harvest from these lands today.   
The unfortunate reality is that through contact and the emerging market economy and the 
demands for furs became sources of conflict known as the Beaver Wars (Wallace, 1956). 
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Figure 6.  A dish with one spoon wampum belt treaty.  This image represents a dish for all 
peoples to share the foods of Creation without fear of conflict. (Canadianhistory.ca 
website, 2020) 
Rick Hill a prominent and respected Haudenosaunee historian commented about A dish 
with one spoon treaty,  
…is probably the most significant in terms of the Native people in this land…the old 
people say this represents the first treaty made in North America.  It was made between 
all the Native nations before the Europeans arrived.  It’s a simple belt with a field of 
white which represents peace and unity and harmony, with a little dark figure which 
represents the bowl.  Of particular importance in this age of environmental degradation is 
the fact that the dish with one spoon is also a covenant with nature.  Nature says, ‘Here’s 
the great dish and inside the dish are all the plants, the animals, the birds, the fish, the 
bushes, the trees, everything you need to be healthy and therefore, happy…The three 
basic rules are: only take what you need, second, you always leave something in the dish 
for everybody else, including the dish, and third, you keep the dish clean…that was the 
treaty between us and nature, and then the treaty between us and everybody else. 
(Nahwegahbow, 2014, para. 7-9) 
 
Although in my research agreement and relationship with Matawa was not based on 
harvesting foods from the lands to nurture our bodies, we harvested knowledge from each other’s 
lived experiences to nurturing our minds to ensure a complete and comprehensive outcome for 
this research project. 
Applying One Dish, One Spoon in Anishinaabe Territory 
 For any researcher, Indigenous or not, having to research within another cultural group, 
in this case, another Indigenous Nation other than your own, is a challenge.  In these Oji-Cree 
communities in Northern Ontario, Canada, I am no different from a non-Indigenous researcher.  I 
am an outsider; I must build trust and develop a relationship with these communities and their 
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leadership if I am to be successful at accomplishing the goals of my dissertation research.  The 
negative history of poorly conducted research that I mentioned is the reason even though I am 
Indigenous, I am an outsider.  Even though my research goals are to advance and secure the 
assertion of Indigenous inherent rights of the Matawa communities, these research goals are not 
enough to guarantee trust.  My philosophical assumptions may be just as harmful as Western 
ones, if I neglect the Indigenous community in which I am researching in.  Therefore, the need to 
prioritize the Indigenous community’s ontological stance is critical to building a foundation of 
trust.  In effort to prevent further harm, in recent years the advancement of more critical and 
Indigenous research methodologies are emerging (McGregor, Restoule, & Johnston, 2018; 
Wilson, Breen, & DuPré, 2019).  One popular approach is “Two-eyed seeing,” Barlett, Marshall, 
& Marshall (2012) describe this as an approach to examine phenomenon with a binocular view, 
with one eye being an Indigenous perspective and the other being a Western one.  It is the 
blending of the “two-eyes” that establishes a scenario of learning from the best of both worlds.    
 My goal to decolonize this research and ensure historic ontological violence is repeated, 
which means that I advance knowledge, understanding, and priority purely from the “one-eye” of 
Indigenous thought and philosophy.  This is not to state that Western research methodologies 
will cause harm or is unable to make meaningful contributions, but simply that Indigenous 
thought and philosophy must take the central focus to understand Indigenous realities based on 
S. Wilson’s, (2008) three “R’s” of relationality, responsibility and reciprocity.  Relationality 
means you place yourself into the context to understand the settings under investigation.  
Responsibility means that you ensure that you are responsible for the inclusion of Indigenous 
voices, and reciprocity means as a researcher, you must give back to the Indigenous Peoples 
involved in your research.  As an outside researcher, understanding the infinite amount of 
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relationships that exist within Indigenous realities are critical to your own relationship and 
accountability that you have with the Indigenous community you are researching with.  These 
relationships can only build through time and a continued, consistent, trustworthy, and 
meaningful engagement.  One pathway to building this trust, is to demonstrate to the community 
your commitment, understanding, and respect for their philosophical positioning. 
Years before any actual research, our research team involved in this case study began 
discussions and meetings with Matawa leadership.  To secure our research approval within the 
Matawa Chiefs Council, it took us two years of attending meetings and becoming familiar with 
their priorities, to learn how we may serve their needs while accomplishing our research goals.  
We were using visiting methods to develop our relationship.  On occasion, we were challenged 
by community members that were unsure of our role as researchers in their communities, but 
overall, we established trust and met the needs and priorities in our research. 
By making ourselves known, and building the trust of time, we have demonstrated our 
utility, and the Matawa leadership and communities have learned that we are allies to their 
advancement of Indigenous law and philosophy.  Their trust in our research team is vital as 
Matawa leaders work to secure their inherent rights to lands and resources in the Ring of Fire in 
Northern, Ontario.  
Despite Anishnawbe and Haudenosaunee have diverse ways of knowing, one can see that 
at the root of our Indigenous Laws, exists parallel understandings of the Universe, and how one 
is to live as a genuine person.  Applying One Dish, One Spoon is about maintaining the same 
cosmological understanding with integrity, duty, honour, and responsibility that I would if I were 
conducting a research project only in Haudenosaunee territory.    
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One Dish, One Spoon requires a focus on relational understanding based upon natural and 
spiritual existence, this being Anishnawbe territory, I combined what I know and understand 
about Haudenosaunee knowledge and reality to advance Anishnawbe philosophy, values, and 
Indigenous laws of Mino-Bimaadiziwin and the Seven Grandfather Teachings.  This plan 
allowed my research to be relevant for the Anishnawbe and has greater acceptance by these 
Anishnawbe communities because their ways of knowing are a priority.  This commitment 
ensures that the research project will best inform the Anishnawbe in this region, to be on a 
pathway to be self-determining.  Researching in this manner aligns with the assertions that all 
Indigenous peoples have an inherent right to self-determination.  To use Indigenous knowledge 
systems to understand, to heal, and to rebuild their Indigenous communities (A. Wilson, 2004; 
Alfred, 2004; Smith, 2013; Simpson, 2004; United Nations, 2007). 
Conclusion 
 
This paper details the application of an Indigenous research methodology based on 
conducting a research project with Anishnawbe in the Ring of Fire region in Nothern, Ontario.  
By discussing the philosophical divide between Indigenous and Western assumptions to reality, 
and the differences between Haudenosaunee and Anishnawbe, I demonstrated the need for why 
Indigenous research should be conducted using Indigenous methodologies.  I also discussed the 
challenge of being an outsider as an Indigenous researcher conducting research in a different 
culture than my own.  The responsibility lies on the researcher Indigenous or not to focus on the 
needs and priorities of the communities participating in the research, not on the needs of the 
researcher.  Indigenous scholars like Linda Smith (2013) and Margaret Kovach (2009) state that 
any research with Indigenous peoples must carry an aspect of a decolonization/liberation 
objective.  Allowing research that assists with reclaiming, rebuilding, and restoring Indigenous 
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community and their Indigenous laws and philosophies are vital to accomplishing this goal.  
When we utilize an Indigenous research methodology, we strengthen and advance Indigenous 
ways of knowing that positions Indigenous science as an essential and vital part of securing a 
rightful place for Indigenous peoples in society.      
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This chapter is from a doctoral case study on Indigenous rights and resource governance 
involving Matawa member communities and issues surrounding resource development in Treaty 
9 in Northern Ontario, in an area nicknamed the “Ring of Fire.”  The “Ring of Fire” is a mineral-
rich area on the shared territory of nine First Nations that formed a tribal management authority 
known as Matawa First Nations Management.  The conference reports of Five Matawa 
community conferences identifies the community's priorities, fears, and desires in the critical 
case for examining pertinent issues relevant in examining resource development.  It is a common 
belief that resource development leads to revenue generation for Indigenous communities.  In the 
Ring of Fire, Matawa members consider the impacts of a $65 billion proposed chromite mining 
project.  The findings from Matawa members indicate they intend to assert and protect their 
inherent Indigenous rights and laws. 
Keywords: Indigenous Law; Mino-Bimaadiziwin; Ring of Fire; Anishnawbe 




Mino-Bimaadiziwin: Anishnawbe Natural Law in the “Ring of Fire.” 
 
Recent Indigenous political shifts have seen Indigenous communities across Canada 
asserting their jurisdiction over their lands by citing their existing inherent rights and Indigenous 
laws (Manuel & Derrickson, 2017).  Examples like the Trans-Mountain Pipeline that is under 
appeal by the Squamish Nation, Tsleil-Waututh Nation, Upper Nicola Band, Coldwater Indian 
Band, Tk’emlúps Te Secwepemc of the Secwepemc Nation, and seven Ts’elxweyeqw Tribes in 
British Columbia (Kane, 2019); disputes with Mohawk Peoples and development in the town of 
Oka (Stefanovich & Romualdo, 2019); and Eabametoong vs. Ministry of Northern Development 
and Mines Case (Galloway, 2018).  This chapter examines Matawa member communities' 
understanding of their Anishnawbe Law, and their priorities of protecting their interests in the 
face of jurisdiction questions over lands and resources in a major proposed mining project in 
Northern Ontario called the “Ring of Fire.”  The Matawa region has seen an increasing level of 
mineral development since 2008, with 13,296 mining claims in the region, with 16 that are active 
explorations (Webmaster, 2019). 
Conflicting ideologies exist when examining issues of development and progress and its 
impacts on Indigenous Peoples and their land (Tuck, McKenzie, & McCoy, 2014).  These 
conflicting ideologies are, unfortunately, only the beginning, understanding the issues of 
Indigenous Peoples' rights within Canada is confusing and complicated given the oppressive 
history of colonial control and human rights violations against Indigenous Peoples (Alfred & 
Corntassel, 2005).  Furthering the complication is the lack of clarity of legal jurisdiction between 
Federal/Provincial/Territorial governments and how each level of governmental interprets and 
respects Indigenous Peoples' inherent rights and laws.    




on their Indigenous Law, sovereignty, and inherent rights.  Given that Indigenous Peoples across 
Canada express their inherent rights and Indigenous Laws that maintain their sovereignty as 
Nations, I seek to identify and articulate what Matawa communities represent as their Indigenous 
Laws. 
Indigenous Peoples have a sacred duty, role, and responsibility to follow their Indigenous 
laws.  Mino-Bimaadiziwin is Anishnawbe law, which loosely translates into living a complete, 
healthy, and good life (Debassige, 2010).  This translation is not entirely accurate to state this as 
a way of life, but more accurate to say it is a philosophy for a way of living.  It means one is to 
maintain a sacred relationship with all elements in Creation, the trees, the animals, the water, the 
plants, people, everything.  It means to live in harmony and coexistence and to ensure and 
protect the peacefulness for the future.  These laws for Indigenous Peoples are diverse amongst 
every Indigenous Nation.  It is these laws that outline the roles, duties, and obligations of being a 
member of an Indigenous civilization. 
The research from this case study has the potential to inform many sectors in Canada: 
economics, industry, Indigenous rights, and law.  The Matawa region in Northern Ontario and 
their active involvement in negotiations for development in the “Ring of Fire” [ROF] began in 
2012.  The ROF is a specific site called the Eagles Nest Mine, and Noront is the company that 
currently holds the mining rights.  This mining site is approximately 750 kilometres northeast of 
the city of Thunder Bay.  The entire region is a large expansive mineral-rich area that has 
multiple mining claims with numerous mining companies holding claims.  Junior mining 
companies hold many of these mining claims and are in early exploration phases.  When a 
company locates a mineral deposit through exploration, they then sell these to a senior company 




Eagles Nest site consists of a chromite deposit worth an estimated value of $65 billion 
(McDiarmid, 2013) in the middle of the Matawa member community's ancestral lands see Figure 
1 (p. 18).  This proposed mining project is in a predevelopment stage and wields an incredible 
learning opportunity as a case study where the estimated economic development and 
environmental impacts are immense.  Aside from the Eagles Nest claim and numerous other 
proposed mining operations in the region, Greenstone Gold has been getting attention as 
agreements with Long Lake #58, and Ginoogaming and construction of the processing plant are 
to begin mid-2020 (Northern Ontario Business, 2018).  This chapter's focus will be on the 
consideration of the impacts of the ROF because of the size and impact of the Eagles Nest 
project. 
The Matawa member communities have been in communications with the Ontario 
Government and Industry partners since 2012.  Delays in reaching an agreement occurred due to 
changing political leadership amongst the Matawa member communities, the Provincial, and 
Federal governments, changing industry partners, and the various interpretations by actors of 
Indigenous inherent rights and jurisdiction. 
 This case study has a considerable level of complexity with questions that intersect the 
legal, moral, and economic standards across Indigenous and non-Indigenous populations.  
Understanding the complexities involves a critical analysis of the historical and current 
landscape of Indigenous Peoples' rights within Canada and the laws that protect and control their 
rights.  This chapter uses a specific lens of analysis, based on a critical Indigenous scholar's 
perspective, which means privileging the voices of Matawa member's views on protecting their 




when interests by the Crown and industry actors are pushing for mining and mineral 
development in Matawa's lands. 
 Despite a Regional Framework agreement between Ontario and the Matawa Chiefs in 
2014 that Ontario had invested 20 million to support negotiations, there is no deal to proceed 
with the ROF project (Prokopchuk, 2019).  However, some agreements signed recently are 
significant indicators of the ROF progressing.  In 2017 and 2018, respectively, Marten Falls and 
Noront secured a deal to begin an environmental assessment for the development of road 
corridor to the ROF (Noront, 2017).  The second is between Webequie and the Ontario Minister 
of Environment and Climate Change to begin an environmental assessment for a supply road 
(Ministry of Environment, Conservation and Parks, n.d.).    
Many outsiders unfamiliar with the complex issues of jurisdiction and Indigenous rights 
question why the government of Ontario must ensure a proper consultation and accommodation 
process (McDiarmid, 2013).  With the 2018 Ontario election, the conservative party platform 
drew attention to the delays and frustrations for having no agreements in the ROF (CBC News, 
2018).  Doug Ford made statements on twitter during his successful campaign, such as “If I have 
to hop on a bulldozer myself, we're going to start building roads to the Ring of Fire” (Ford, 
2018).  Once in power, Premier Ford directed his ministerial staff to cancel the Regional 
Framework Agreement along with any funding and to begin a consultation process with any First 
Nation that is ready to negotiate (Thompson, 2019).  To fully understand these complexities and 
inherent rights, one must explore the nature of the historic Crown-Indigenous relationships to 
appreciate the challenges and clashing perspectives that will need overcoming before moving 
ahead with the proposed development in the Matawa region. 




increasing interest in resource development and governance not only in the ROF but also for 
Indigenous Peoples across Canada.  The anticipated benefit will provide consideration for the 
complexities across various Indigenous Nations, their context of land title, and their application 
of Indigenous law, inherent rights, and jurisdiction.  
Historical background 
 The ROF site is in Northern Ontario and is within the Treaty 9 (1905, 1906, 1929, 1937) 
area.  The lands are the ancestral territory of the Anishnawbe (Ojibway) and Mushkegowuk 
(Cree) First Nations.  Through the generations, these Nations coexisted, intermarried, lived side 
by side in a region now referred to as Matawa, resulting in a culture of Oji-Cree has now formed 
in an area vastly spread out Northeast of Thunder Bay. 
  In 1988, Matawa First Nations Management [MFNM] formed as an organization to 
support the nine First Nation member communities, see Table 2 (p. 21) for a population 
breakdown for each of these communities.  The communities have unique sets of needs and 
priorities as Aroland, Constance Lake, Ginoogaming, and Long Lake 58 are accessible by road, 
and Eabametoong, Nibinimik, Marten Falls, Neskantaga, and Webique are only accessible by air 
or the winter road system.  The locals refer to the road communities as “the south” and the fly-in 
communities as “the North.”  The communities in the south, although isolated, are all within a 
few hour's drive of the city of Thunder Bay and the town of Hearst.  Unlike the remote fly-in 
communities, one must travel by plane or the winter roads to leave the community. 
Understanding the contextual situation for these communities requires considerations for 
the distinct and diverse needs between communities that have year-round road access.  
Especially in terms of what the local economy may be, and the limited access to basic 




care.  The Matawa member communities also maintain a presence in a historic community on the 
Kenogami River. This site is a place where four rivers come together, a place they call 
“Mamamatawa” in the Cree language and translates to “a place of many rivers coming together.”  
The Chiefs and Elders thought it best to name their management organization to recognize the 
rivers as their lifeline to their existence; they shortened the name to “Matawa,” meaning mouth 
of a river. 
 Each of the nine communities maintains its autonomy through its own Band Council 
government [Indian Act government, much like a municipal government] that governs 
independently from Matawa management and the other eight communities.  MFNM operates 
under an agreement to advise and share resources amongst all nine communities to maximize its 
support and contribution.  MFNM is in the city of Thunder Bay and operates as a hub of support 
for the member communities.  Over 50% of Matawa members reside off the reserve and live in 
Thunder Bay, so MFNM also offers support for individual Matawa members in the urban centre.  
MFNM has several departments providing supports for economic development, mining and 
mineral expertise, education, skills and trades training, policy analysis, environmental services, 
and a geo-mapping office.  MFNM operates under a CEO structure supervised by a board of 
directors, comprised of the Band Elected Chiefs from each of the nine communities.  With the 
previous history and on-going demands for resource development in the region, the nine 
communities have worked hard to develop a regional framework agreement to consolidate their 
negotiation efforts across the region. 
Standpoint 
 Here I briefly provide my location, and as a manner of Indigenous protocol, it is 
important to inform the reader of my positioning as an Indigenous person and scholar, to disclose 




[Seneca Nation] Nyagwai [Bear Clan].  I was raised in my community of Six Nations by the 
Grand River in Southern Ontario, Canada.  I am four generations removed from Indian 
Residential School, I grew up attending ceremony, I grew up hearing my original language, and I 
grew up never questioning my identity as an Indigenous person.  I have a sound foundation of 
Haudenosaunee law and philosophy.  I have come to understand what an extreme privilege this 
is, as a family, we consciously protected our identities as Haudenosaunee people.    
When tasked with trying to understand a phenomenon, I naturally want to comprehend 
the situation through my Haudenosaunee lens.  The research methodology used in my research is 
an adapted version of my master's thesis (Thomas, 2012), where I translated Haudenosaunee 
knowledge into the Western concepts of ontology, epistemology, axiology, and research methods 
as a Haudenosaunee research methodology.  This methodology ensures my commitment to 
advance Haudenosaunee knowledge and reality.  The challenge for this research is that I will be 
gathering knowledge in a non-Haudenosaunee context, which means I needed to adapt this 
methodology in order to understand and explore the phenomenon from an Anishnawbe 
perspective, I called this new methodology One Dish, One Spoon.  Although many Indigenous 
Nations have similar ways of knowing and philosophies, they are diverse, each with their cultural 
practices and philosophies.  There are similarities between the principles of Haudenosaunee Law 
of Gayenshragowa (Great Law of Peace) and Anishnawbe law of Mino-Bimaadiziwin (The 
Good Life).  In this manner, I accomplished my goal of advancing and utilizing a research 
methodology that promotes Anishnawbe thought and philosophy.  
Literature Review 
This literature review provides a background for the reasoning Indigenous peoples desire 




with Canada.  Understanding Indigenous philosophies and laws that informed Indigenous 
societies assist in awareness and understanding of the passion that Indigenous communities 
demonstrate through negotiations on development, their acts of civil disobedience, and their 
vision to protect what remains of their lands and resources for future generations. 
Indigenous law and inherent rights  
  By being born, humans have certain inalienable rights protected by the United Nations 
Convention on Human Rights (United Nations, 1948).  Indigenous people are human; therefore, 
they deserve the same rights protections, regardless of their political positioning as Peoples that 
have faced, fought, and resisted colonization by foreign governments.    
 Since the cultural institutions varied amongst the diverse Nations of Indigenous peoples that 
lived in North America, each Indigenous Nation would carry its own sets of Indigenous Laws 
and philosophies.  However, similarities exist between them, as each Nation remains distinct in 
its ways.  Each Indigenous Nation developed a unique way of knowing and being, based on its 
cosmology; in fact, many Nations refer to these as their “original instructions” (Lyons, 2008).  
Calling this a “worldview” does not seem to encapsulate this concept enough, these core 
teachings provide the belief that whatever created this Universe placed Indigenous peoples on 
their homelands, and provided them with instructions to live and exist in perfect balance and 
harmony with the Universe.  For Haudenosaunee, this is Gayenshragowa [The Great Law of 
Peace], for Anishnawbe, it is Mino-Bimaadiziwin [Living the Good Life].  Borrows (2002) states 
that these foundational concepts are Indigenous Law as they provide Indigenous Nations with a 
manner to live well in the world; it is a way of organizing life.  These core beliefs frame the 




living that tries to implicate ways of good living, that is the principles of mino-bimaadiziwin” 
(University of Victoria, 2015, 0:43). 
Indigenous philosophy informs the mechanisms for living a sustainable and meaningful 
life of purpose with attention to the responsibilities to the future generations; this is a seven 
generations philosophy that means, one must consider the impacts of one’s decisions for the next 
seven generations (Hill, 2013).  Indigenous Nations developed governance, ceremonies, 
institutions for education, child welfare, trade, health care, and economics that included cultural 
norms and practices informed by their Indigenous laws (Simpson, 2008).  Indigenous 
knowledge keepers describe these laws as the roles, duties, and responsibilities of being part of 
the Indigenous civilization (Barreiro, 2010; Porter, 2008; Thomas, Mitchell, & Arseneau, 2016).  
For instance, to be part of Haudenosaunee society, one must work for and protect 
Gayenshragowa (Great Law of Peace), which means to strive for peace and balance amongst all 
elements within the Universe.  There are three foundational questions a citizen must act 
themselves:  how does this decision ensure the protection of peace, how does this decision 
impact Creation, and how does this decision impact on my children's ability to enjoy peace and 
Creation.  By following these laws, everyone within Haudenosaunee society is working to 
strengthen unity amongst its citizens.  Everyone fulfilling their role in society actualizes this 
reality.  The discovery of a citizen's specific role happens during their life journey and 
mentorship of their extended families and knowledge holders.  One central belief of 
Haudenosaunee society is that everyone born is sent here as medicine and holds inherent gifts 
that strengthen society.  The role of the extended family is to assist in the discovery process of 
young people and their roles within society.  If every citizen fulfills their roles, duties, and 




  Although diversity exists amongst North American Indigenous peoples, their cultures, 
their societies, their ceremonies, and their way of life all centred on Indigenous laws that 
advanced the highest priority of ensuring a balanced, harmonious relationship between the 
Nation and their surrounding homelands (Simpson, 2008).  These similarities are fundamental 
laws based upon one's life journey to being a good human being.  This belief means that to be a 
good human being, one does not live a life based upon one’s individual needs but exists in 
protecting the rights of the future generations (Lyons, 2008).  With the increased call for self-
determination by Indigenous leadership and the continuing acts of civil disobedience, one 
understands that Indigenous peoples are not fighting to protect the material elements solely; they 
are fighting to protect the very sustainability of their Indigeneity, their identities, and lifeways as 
Indigenous Peoples, their Mino-Bimaadiziwin (Manuel & Derrickson, 2017).   
Canadian and Indigenous law 
Indigenous peoples’ rights in Canada are continuing to evolve through Canadian case law 
and precedents are being established that furthers the understanding of inherent rights and 
jurisdiction to include the application of Indigenous law (Borrows, 2018; Gunn, 2017; McNeil, 
2019).  This evolution stems from the Constitution Act (1982), “s.35 (1) The existing aboriginal 
and treaty rights of the aboriginal peoples of Canada are hereby recognized and affirmed.”  
Section 35 was a significant step forward in State recognition for constitutional rights protections 
for Indigenous peoples; however, the details of what precisely these rights are and who exactly 
has these rights have been unclear.  These are the reasons that s.35 is called a “box of treasure or 
an empty box” (Walkem & Bruce, 2003).  The primary issue with s.35 is the legislation is so 
vague it forces Indigenous communities to give the power to Canadian courts to define 




the following for more knowledge and consideration to examine these issues (Borrows, 2002, 
Borrows, 2005, Borrows & Coyle, 2017; CIGI, 2017; CIGI, 2018; Corntassel & Primeau, 1995; 
Reynolds, 2018).  Many of these Indigenous legal scholars believe that Indigenous law has a 
legitimate place within Canadian courts and needs positioning within Canadian law.  
Indigenous Laws informed the Indigenous civilizations for thousands of years (Mohawk, 
2008).  If we examine pre-contact treaty relations between Indigenous peoples, we can also see 
how these Indigenous laws set the standard of relations in the early days of settlement. 
Evidence of Indigenous law and diplomacy 
Evidence exists of Indigenous law and diplomacy among Indigenous Nations in North 
America before the arrival of any Settler populations (Colden, 1727).  The Haudenosaunee, the 
Anishnawbe in Southern Ontario, agreed to establish a shared territory and Treaty called a Dish 
with One Spoon (Fadden, 1999).  These protocols of diplomacy extended to the Settler Nations 
to codify Indigenous Law with the various Crowns.  There are several treaties negotiated 
amongst Indigenous Nations and Settlers, the “Two-Row Wampum” belt is most widely known, 
as it secured covenant agreements between the Haudenosaunee and the Netherlands Crown in 
1613, the French Crown in 1633, and the British Crown in 1677 (Fadden, 1999).  This Treaty 
and many early Treaties are known as “Treaties of peace and friendship.”  These agreements 
codify Indigenous Laws that focused on the sharing and peaceful coexistence of all elements in 
Creation.  These Treaties are rooted in Indigenous ways of knowing and being, which comprised 
complete philosophies of existence.  These covenant agreements were then and continue to be a 
pathway for Indigenous-Settler relations (Barreiro, 2010). 




The British began to secure these acts of diplomacy in their treaty agreements.  King 
George III in the mid 18th century formally recognized Indigenous peoples' sovereignty in British 
law and the Royal Proclamation (1763).  The rights acknowledged in the Royal Proclamation 
include Indigenous Peoples' way of life and their lands under the protection of the King.  
Twenty-four Nations including those from the Six Nations, Wyandotte of Detroit, Menominee, 
Algonquin, Nipissing, Ojibwa, Mississaugas, and some from the Seven Nations of Canada and 
the Western Lakes Confederacy confirmed their treaty relationship with the British Crown by 
signing the Treaty of Fort Niagara on August 1, 1764.  This Treaty is significant as it reaffirmed 
the political foundation for the Covenant Chain Relations between Great Britain and the 
Indigenous Nations of the Great Lakes and North-eastern Woodlands (Chiefs of Ontario, 2014). 
With the explosion of the market economy through the fur trade, these relations of equity 
and coexistence began to shift to one constructed on control, power, and economics (Manuel & 
Derrickson, 2017).  With the demand for more land for settlement and the start of the Beaver 
Wars, Indigenous Nations fought each other and against Settler Nations to secure dominance in 
the Fur Trade economy (Starna & Brandão, 2004).  To stem the violence, King George began to 
enact a provision within the Royal Proclamation that granted power for the King to extinguish 
Indigenous Peoples' rights to land.  The Crown removed large regions of land from Indigenous 
control for settler society.  This change in diplomatic relations began to advance a colonial 
agenda with specific acts for colonization intended to disempower, disenfranchise, and displace 
Indigenous peoples from their lands, their communities, their cultural practices, and their 
spirituality (Manuel & Derrickson, 2015; Manuel & Derrickson, 2017). 




With furthering the expansion of the Dominion of Canada, created the need to implement 
a process to eliminate the Indigenous peoples' rights to lands secured under the Royal 
Proclamation.  This process was seeking the surrender of Indigenous sovereignty and Land Title 
rights. 
The Numbered Treaty Process.  Asche (2014) & Borrows (1997) have shown that many 
Indigenous Nations believed these new treaties had the same intent as the former peace and 
friendship treaties.  Indigenous leaders did not understand this process was about ceding their 
rights to all lands.  This action wholly violates Indigenous law, as existing Indigenous leaders at 
the time would not have taken away from their future generations not yet born and their inherent 
right to live the way they that their ancestors did. 
Securing the surrender of Indigenous land rights through the Treaty meant that settlement 
and economic development of lands could advance without worry about the Indigenous peoples 
that lived in these lands before settlement.  These new treaties were not about coexistence and 
sharing jurisdiction of lands, but a formal process of surrendering all “Indian controlled lands 
and resources,” by securing “land ownership and title” (Macklem, 1997).  These shifted 
relations, particularly in terms of power, money, and security.   
In exchange for the surrendering of their lands in the Numbered treaty process, 
Indigenous people would have the right to hunt, fish, and trap, and be a land base to establish a 
community would be provided.  Many of the “lands reserved for Indians” are traditional historic 
villages and camps, but many of them were far away from their traditional/ancestral lands 
(Miller, 2016). 
This approach to Settler colonialism and the fulfilment of the fiduciary responsibility of 




to an undeserving population (Vowel, 2016).  It is for this reason that Canada, as a Nation-State, 
continues to view Indigenous peoples as a “problem.”  Duncan Campbell Scott, Minister of 
Indian Affairs in 1920, made a clear indication of his sentiments during an announcement to 
make Indian Residential Schools Mandatory for Indian children. 
I want to get rid of the Indian problem.  I do not think as a matter of fact, that the 
country ought to continuously protect a class of people who can stand alone… 
Our objective is to continue until there is not a single Indian in Canada that has 
not been absorbed into the body politic, and there is no Indian question, and no 
Indian Department, that is the whole object of this Bill. (Truth and Reconciliation 
Commission, p. 3) 
  
The “problem” is the fact that Indigenous people exist, as our mere existence on the lands now 
called Canada challenges the sovereignty of the Canadian State.  Canada is a Settler State and a 
foreign government that emerged from a colony created by the British Crown.  Its assertions of 
sovereignty are in its opinion of Imperialistic dominance and therefore acquired all land title 
away from the original peoples here in North America.  This opinion was and resulted in a 
victory in the Canadian Supreme Court in the Calder Case (1973). 
What the Supreme Court concluded was groundbreaking.  While the lower court 
denied the existence of Aboriginal Title, the Supreme Court ruled that Aboriginal 
Title had existed at the time of the Royal Proclamation of 1763.  The Supreme 
Court's decision was the first time that the Canadian legal system acknowledged 
the existence of Aboriginal Title to land and that such Title existed outside of, and 
was not simply derived from, colonial law. (Indigenous Foundations, 2009, p. 1) 
Settler Colonialism Entrenches Itself 
 During the settlement of British North America/Canada, specific “Indian” policies were 
to “assist” in the Crown's dominance and rights of sovereignty over the lands and resources, 
including over Indigenous peoples themselves.  These legislations were about denying 
Indigenous peoples' human rights through “Indian Social Policies” like the Gradual Civilization 
Act [GCA] (1857), the Enfranchisement Act [EA] (1869), the Constitution Act (1867), and the 




Indigenous peoples and the Crown.  The GCA stated that Indigenous peoples must go through a 
“civilization” process, British subjects were to assist the Crown in the civilization of Indians by 
helping to educate, train, or employ an Indian (Gradual Civilization Act, 1857).  Later, through 
settlement, considerations for what constituted a civilized Indian meant a legal definition needed 
development; this came in the form of the EA.  An enfranchised Indian was a civilized Indian if 
they retained a grade three education, learned a trade, or if they started a business 
(Enfranchisement Act, 1869).  In the Constitution Act, the British Crown passed onto Canada the 
responsibility for the continued maintenance and care of Indians, stating that all prior agreements 
and Treaties are the responsibility of Canada.  Canada asserts this responsibility in the Canadian 
Constitution in section 91(24) in which Canada has the exclusive legislative authority over 
Indians and Lands Reserved for Indians (Constitution Act, 1867).   
With this legislative power, Canada secured its dominance over Indigenous peoples by 
writing the Indian Act (1876).  This draconian piece of legislation continues to exist today and is 
the source of significant discrimination, anger, resentment, and disempowerment of Indigenous 
peoples (Miller, 2016).  Although there are over 20 amendments to the IA addressing some 
inequities, the intent remains the same, to control “status Indians” and “lands reserved for 
Indians.”  To understand the power that Canada assumed through this legislation, one has to 
examine the original document.   
Under the IA, Indigenous peoples registered as “Status Indians” were “uncivilized wards 
of State” (Indian Act, 1876).  As wards of State, Canada executive full legislative power over all 
Indigenous peoples, their lands, resources, and their economies, their culture, their spirituality, 
their governance, and sustainability as Nations.  The Canadian State developed social policies 




able to be registered as an “Indian,” to the housing on reserves, controlling for economic 
development of the lands and resources, how education was to be delivered, available health 
care, and water and wastewater management.  This was all administered by non-Indigenous 
bureaucrats called “Indian Agents” that administered these policies and laws for Indians and 
Lands reserved for Indians.  Having no control or right of decision-making power forced 
Indigenous peoples into a dependency position that was reliant on the “goodwill” of government 
to fulfill its fiduciary responsibility to “Indians.” 
The goal of “Indian” social policies were civilization and assimilation, ultimately policies 
that would disrupt the transmission of Indigeneity onto young Indigenous children.  This was the 
logic with Indian Residential Schools, if the State were to remove Indigenous children from their 
community and the influence and teachings of their parents then the goal of assimilating 
“Indians” would occur (TRC, 2015).   
Even more insidious than these obvious manners of oppression, is the introduction 
Western patriarchy to Indigenous societies (Monture-Angus, 1995).  Traditionally, not all but 
many Indigenous societies operated as matriarchies, with Indigenous women playing key roles 
with society.  Wagner (2011) cites the Haudenosaunee matriarchal society as a primary source of 
shaping and influencing the suffragette movements of modern feminism in the early 20th century.  
Victorian women were fascinated how the roles of women were so different from their Western 
societies.  With many Indigenous civilizations’ women held power, were equals to their 
husbands, and held positions of governance and leadership.  The introduction of Western 
patriarchy legislated Indigenous women’s power to less than of Indigenous men.  The Indian Act 




unable to participate in the democratic process by voting, or to running for election on to the 
Band Council government.   
There were some incredible unjust and discriminatory laws within the Indian Act as well, 
for instance Indigenous women on the reserves did not have any matrimonial law protection for 
the family home and assets on the reserve.  All assets were awarded to Indigenous men until the 
Supreme Court of Canada in	Derrickson v. Derrickson (1986)	ruled that provincial matrimonial 
law needs to apply on reserves to protect Indigenous women.  This did not automatically occur, 
as the Federal government wanted to provide the opportunity for First Nation Reserves to 
determine their own laws and practices.  This decision was not broadly implemented until 2006, 
when the Indigenous Affairs announced their intention to write matrimonial law if communities 
did not write one.  These are a few of the reasons why Indigenous women are vulnerable to 
violence that explain their high rates of missing and murdered (National Inquiry, 2019). 
A critical examination of Canadian Indian social policy reveals deliberate intention to 
ensure that Indigenous peoples would not survive the “civilization” process and would cease to 
exist in the future of Canada.  The laws of social control, disenfranchising Indigenous peoples 
from their traditional lands, cultural knowledge, and ceremonies, and even from their families 
resulted in significant harm and trauma (Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2004).  During the last 
twenty years, a substantial body of research and analysis has explored the depth and magnitude 
of this trauma across generations of Indigenous families (Aboriginal Healing Foundation, 2008, 
Brave Heart & Debryn, 1998; Duran & Duran, 1995; Evans-Campbell, 2008; Mitchell & 
Miracle, 2005; Mitchell, Arseneau, & Thomas, 2019).  Many reasons the Indigenous population 
health statistics in Canada are so poor is a result of its “Indian” social policies and policies of 




Although this research in Matawa does not focus specifically on health and well-being, it 
is a factor that requires consideration for the situational context.  The Matawa member 
communities are experiencing similar poor health and well-being as other Indigenous 
communities in Canada.  A social determinant of health lens examines the social-political-
environmental contexts beyond a person's physical health.  Social determinants of health help 
demonstrate inequities in public health and better inform strategies that will improve health and 
well-being in marginalized populations.  By using social determinants of health lens across the 
region, one can determine the social-environmental factors of remoteness and limited access to 
health care are primary reasons for the poor health outcomes in Matawa.  The fact that many of 
these communities are isolated and remote means that they have limited access to an economy, to 
health care supports that is complicated by major environmental and infrastructure issues of 
inadequate and insufficient housing, and water (Jordy, 2017).  This situational context is 
essential to state, as it is one of the reasons that leadership and community members feel under 
pressure to solve the social problems through the development of a stronger infrastructure and 
economy. 
Treaty 9 
 This case study research is with Matawa, which is within the Treaty 9 area, which makes 
a complicated situation requiring a multifaceted analysis of legal, jurisdictional, Treaty, and 
inherent rights.  I will briefly explain some peculiarities when considering the circumstances of 
Treaty 9 negotiations and why this must be a focus for this case study research involving 
Indigenous law, rights, and governance.   
Treaty 9 is a unique circumstance whereby the process of the architecture of the Treaty 




engagement of any Indigenous Nations in the area (Long, 2010).  This situation occurred as an 
outcome of St. Catherines Milling and Lumber co. v. The Queen, 1888.  This Supreme Court 
case dealt with the expansion of the dominion of Canada and the inclusion of the former Prince 
Rupert’s Lands in Northern Ontario and Manitoba.  The primary issue arising from this legal 
challenge is the lands in question were part of Treaty 3 (1873).  As these were “Indian” treaty 
lands, the Federal government held jurisdiction to issue permits for development.  The Province 
challenged the Federal permits provided to St. Catherines Milling and Lumber, and the Supreme 
Court ruled the Federal government had control over designated “reserve” lands and Ontario 
retained the rights of lands and resource development on “treaty” lands (St. Catherines Milling 
and Lumber co. vs. The Queen, 1888).  Treaty 9 (1905), agreement presented to the Indigenous 
leaders in this area under Treaty 9, was an agreement negotiated between the Province of Ontario 
and the Federal government (Long, 2010).     
The St. Catherine's ruling (1888) is what creates a jurisdictional nightmare for resource 
development and Indigenous communities across the country.  It clouds issues of jurisdiction 
over Indigenous lands and resource governance on reserve, Treaty, and ancestral Indigenous 
lands in Canada.  Which government acts as the Crown, and who has the authority to settle 
jurisdictional issues.  McNeil (2019) refers to this ruling as a “flawed precedent” as all Provincial 
legislation and assertions of Crown authority have been based upon this Supreme Court Ruling. 
However, the St. Catherines ruling established a critical precedent at a time when Indigenous 
peoples were deemed “uncivilized wards of the state” by the Crown.     
The Matawa Case 
 As mentioned above, as Matawa is within Treaty 9, there are multiple jurisdictional 




recognition, as well as the legislated Indigenous rights protections.  This complexity is the case 
of Indigenous rights across Canada, and why there is no easy solution to resolving conflicts that 
surround industrial, commercial, residential developments on Indigenous lands (Manuel & 
Derrickson, 2015).  On the other side of these conflicts are Indigenous peoples that assert their 
autonomy and sovereignty by stating they never surrendered jurisdiction.  Indigenous peoples 
believe that Canada is a false Nation-State that illegally asserted its dominance over lands that 
were preoccupied with civilizations of Indigenous peoples that had their laws and constitutions 
for thousands of years before contact (Alfred, 2009; Diabo, 2019). 
The analysis of these jurisdictional issues goes beyond the scope of this chapter; 
however, in chapter three, I provide a review of these issues.  The intention and scope of chapter 
three will discuss Matawa's wish to protect their Indigenous laws for the future generations, 
while at the same time building a vision for strengthening their peoples, governance, and 
jurisdiction.   
Methodology 
 The One Dish, One Spoon methodology utilized for this research was adapted to be more 
representative of the local Anishnawbe context, I detailed this process in chapter one.  In short, 
this process involved centring Anishnawbe teachings of Mino-Bimaadiziwin and the Seven 
Grandfather Teachings as core ontological perspectives.  Although many Indigenous Nations 
share similar values and principles, there is significant diversity.  The methodology, therefore, 
prioritizes the local Indigenous knowledge and aims to understand the inherent connections 
amongst the people, the lands that they live upon, and the relations they have to the Universe.  
The primary purpose of this Indigenous methodology, as applied to this chapter, is to make sense 




Haudenosaunee philosophy on the Good Mind and the Great Law is like the Anishnawbe 
philosophies of the Seven Grandfather Teachings (Seven Generations, 2015) and  Mino-
Bimaadiziwin [Good Life] (Debassige, 2010).  Mino-Bimaadiziwin is a philosophy guided by 
the Seven Grandfather Teachings; I provide a detailed explanation of these Anishnawbe 
Grandfather Teachings in Appendix B.  In English, these principles are love, humility, courage, 
honesty, respect, wisdom, and truth.  If one is to achieve living a “Good Life,” one is fulfilling 
their roles, duties, and responsibilities of these Indigenous laws.  These philosophies are not 
static but an active, moving, and thriving engagement of pursuing healthy relations with the 
universe.  Over time one acquires wisdom through lived experiences, therefore older members of 
the community gain respect. 
In Appendix D, I provide a more in-depth explanation of Mino-Bimaadiziwin, which 
means Living a Good Life.  This Anishnawbe Law states, there is a perfect way to exist as a 
human being in this Universe, which is Living a Good Life.  Similarly, to the Haudenosaunee, 
this existence is based entirely upon one's relationships with all elements in the Universe.  These 
relationships are how one exists, in the Anishnawbe language, ceremonies, the Natural World, in 
Anishnawbe thought and understanding, and how one fulfils these duties to live a “Good Life.” 
The use of an Indigenous research methodology examines the stories from Matawa 
community members through an Indigenous lens, with a focus on Mino-Bimaadiziwin, which is 
to understand, interpret, and analyze all phenomena with a purpose to understand what it means 
to live a good life.  As mentioned earlier, this comes with a duty, honour, and responsibility for 
the present, as well as all future generations. 
Research Focus 




community members.  The three research questions I was interested in asking were, what 
knowledge do Matawa community members have of their traditional practices of Indigenous 
law?  What is their understanding of their traditional ways of living off of the land?  What are the 
most critical elements for communities to consider about resource development in their ancestral 
lands? 
Once securing a research relationship with the Matawa Chiefs Council and MFNM, I had 
access to archival data.  Upon reading these materials, I realized I would not have to burden 
community members and leaders with my research questions as the Matawa Chiefs and MFNM 
already asked members.  Since 2011, MFNM and the Matawa Chiefs hosted community 
gatherings seeking input on the same issues I was interested in asking about priorities and 
directions with the development in the region.  After each conference, the storage of formalized 
reports, some containing summary notes, and some with verbatim notes were at the Matawa 
archives for posterity and the benefit of Matawa Chiefs and community members.  I then used 
these conference reports as my primary source of data for this chapter.  
Matawa gatherings and participants 
The Matawa archival data used for this research were from five Matawa gatherings that 
started in 2011.  The participants at each gathering comprised of on and off-reserve Matawa band 
members from each of the Nine member communities or urban Matawa members from Thunder 
Bay.  One gathering was in the community of Neskantaga First Nation, and the other four were 
in the city of Thunder Bay.  This reasons this was done for ease of access for Matawa member 
communities to travel to Thunder Bay, and for those Matawa members living in the urban centre 
to have an opportunity to voice their thoughts and concerns.  At each gathering, participants 




discussion primarily for Matawa Elders. 
 Each of these five gatherings had specific visions and goals that centred on visioning the 
future for the Matawa region and their involvement in the Ring of Fire development.  The first 
gathering was called the Matawa First Nations Chiefs and Councillors Summit [MFNS] held in 
2011.  The second was called Gathering of Matawa Communities [GMC] held in 2012, and the 
third was called  Matawa First Nations Gathering [MFNG] held in 2013.  The fourth was the A 
Gathering of Wisdom Keepers [GWK] in 2016.  The fifth gathering was held in May 2019 and 
was called the Standing Together Gathering [STG].  During the first four gatherings, verbatim 
notes were taken by Matawa staff members and kept for reporting purposes to be delivered back 
to the Chiefs Council. The fifth gathering, only summary notes were taken.    
 This 2011 Matawa Summit was the first time that a “summit” meeting with all nine Matawa 
member community's Band Council Chiefs and Councillors in attendance.  The first gathering 
had eight communities represented, as one community had experienced a death and were unable 
to attend.  This summit was realized by many in attendance as a historical moment, as there had 
been no gathering like this before.  A summit participant expressed the goal for this gathering as:  
A summit is a coming together of all the heads of state so that we can put our 
visions together and create a vehicle so that we can actually go to our destination.  
We need to send a strong message to the government and industry that these nine 
communities are going to stand strong and move forward as one. (Participant, 
MFNS, 2011 p.23) 
This gathering was held in Neskantaga First Nation on June 6-8, 2011 and was organized as a 
result of the Chiefs Council Resolution and had 60 people in attendance.  The purpose of this 
gathering was to develop a collective vision and to “Establish a solid foundation for the creation 
of a strategy that will define “how the Matawa Nation will realize the opportunities which could 




 The second gathering was held on March 20-22, 2012, in Thunder Bay, with over 175 
plus delegates from eight of the nine Matawa First Nations gathered.  The Chief and other 
representatives from Marten Falls were unable to attend.  The Gathering was an opportunity for 
the Chiefs, Councillors, and community members to come together to continue the visioning that 
began in 2011. 
 The third gathering was on March 19-21, 2013 in Thunder Bay with more than 125 
delegates from the nine member First Nations of Matawa.  The theme of the gathering was “The 
Power of Unity - The Dignity of Difference,” with the stated purpose of “Moving Forward 
Together on a Regional Strategy on Mining.” 
The Gathering of Wisdom Keepers was on March 1-3, 2016, with 76 delegates from the 
nine member First Nations of Matawa First Nations Management.  The breakdown for this event 
was 53 Matawa Elders, five visiting Elders from neighbouring First Nations, five delegates from 
Nishnawbe Aski Development Foundation, and the rest were Matawa support staff.  The stated 
purpose of the gathering is for “Developing Principles & Practices to Guide Resource & 
Economic Development.” 
 The Maamowgaabawin “Standing Together Gathering” was held on May 3-5th, 2019.  
This gathering was a chance to revisit the 2011 Matawa Summit Unity Declaration.  The belief 
by the nine Matawa Chiefs was that this gathering would help strengthen their communities and 
recommit to building a collective vision for how decisions may occur as a regional community.  
Each Matawa member community sent ten people plus their Chief to participate in the 
development of a decision-making model. 




The use of One Dish, One Spoon will require a focus on relational understanding based 
upon natural and spiritual existence.  This research is Anishnawbe territory, so I advanced 
Anishnawbe philosophy, values, and Indigenous laws of Mino-Bimaadiziwin and the Seven 
Grandfather Teachings.  This action allowed my research to be relevant and have greater 
acceptance by Anishnawbe communities because their ways of knowing are advanced as a 
priority and provide the best opportunity to inform the Anishnawbe in this region on their 
pathway to being self-determining Nations.  This focus on local cultural knowledge and 
traditions aligns with the assertions that all Indigenous peoples have an inherent right to self-
determination, to the use of Indigenous knowledge systems to understand research, to heal, and 
to rebuild their Indigenous communities (Alfred, 2004; Constitution Act, 1982; Simpson, 2004; 
Smith, 2013; Wilson, 2008; United Nations, 2007).  
Although this research involves the use of archival documents for data analysis, I used 
the same theoretical framework as guiding questions that I would have used if I conducted my 
interviews.  That is, I used my interview questions to guide the analysis of the verbatim and 
summary notes taken at the Matawa gatherings.  
Guiding Questions for Data Analysis 
 
• What am I learning from communities and leaders about what they consider their 
inherent Indigenous rights and jurisdiction to lands, resources (either animal or mineral) 
to be? 
• Through the generations, what expressions/recognition of these rights have been 
witnessed, previous experiences either positive or negative with government or industry? 
o What about with other communities facing similar situations? 
• What are the biggest challenges for communities and leadership to develop resource 
governance, social-economic development and land access jurisdiction for Matawa 
communities? 






  The focus of the analysis was on my stated interest in how individual community 
members and the leadership understand their inherent Indigenous rights and jurisdiction to lands 
and resources (either animal or mineral).  I placed a priority on expressions of their traditions and 
cultural duties, roles, and responsibilities.  Through the generations, what expressions or 
recognition of these rights have been witnessed, previous experiences either positive or negative 
with government or industry?  The data from these gatherings were grouped into themes based 
on the priorities and directives expressed to their leaders.  
Findings 
 The documents reviewed for this research indicate that the identified needs, desires, and 
priorities are diverse amongst the nine Matawa member communities.  While there is a 
consensus amongst all nine to building ‘true’ partnerships with industry and government for the 
development of resources in the region, the pathway to a negotiated agreement is not evident.  
Matawa communities want the development to occur but with strict limits, Indigenous control, 
mutual economic benefits, and environmental protections in place.  However, coming to one 
mind on these issues and priorities for the Matawa Chiefs has been a complex goal that remains 
elusive at the time of authoring this chapter.   
   In the analysis of these Matawa gatherings, I intended to extrapolate specific expressions 
of Indigenous law and inherent rights made by Matawa community members.  Although there is 
an opportunity to track changes over the years and analyze trends and opinions for support/non-
support of development, this goes beyond the scope of this chapter.  I do examine some of these 
changes in chapter three.  
There is apparent diversity amongst the nine communities, as well as within individual 




access, has had previous engagement with resource industries such as logging or mining, the 
varying influence of organized religions, and varied transportation and infrastructure issues.  As 
mentioned, the consensus is in support of development as long as there are environmental 
precautions taken, with evidence that both government and industry respect Matawa's inherent 
rights. 
The presentation of these findings are first as expressions of what is Mino-Bimaadiziwin, 
I then break this down into three sub-categories of Indigenous health and well-being; education; 
and governance.  The sub-categories are critical priorities that Matawa members identified they 
need to maximize the benefit for the communities from the proposed development. 
Mino-Bimaadiziwin  
 Most individual members of these nine communities have learned from an early age, how 
to respect and honour the relationships between them and the land, water, animals, and plants 
they harvest.  These teachings are passed down through the generations from their ancestors.  
Living and practicing their ways of knowing, is a critical element of their relationships to the 
Universe, and expressed as their Natural Law, Mino-Bimaadiziwin.  This law is the expected 
norms and values that one is to live, a life in perfect balance and harmony with the entire 
Universe.  One achieves balance with the Universe when one lives by the seven grandfather 
teachings of humility, respect, bravery, wisdom, love, honesty, and truth.  This way of life has 
sustained the Matawa Nations since time immemorial and is the central element of fulfilling their 
ancestors' 'original instructions.' 
To respect who we are and to know who we are.  I want to speak on this that is 
who we are Anishnawbe.  We have to respect what God gave us as Anishnawbe 
people and how do we live and how do we survive.  What do we live on?  God 
gave us everything to use and who we are today.  As long as the sun shines as 
long as the river flows and grass grows.  We have to take care of what God has 




not working out?  The government-our Elders said that the laws that are under 
governments do not always work, but the laws from God, our Creator, do.  That is 
what's going to go through and will never if we don't follow the law that was 
given to us by God our Creator, or then we will run short or fall short.  We have 
to honour our language.  We have to try to hold on to what the Creator gave us, 
and it's in our language.  (Participant, GWK, 2016 pp. 50-51) 
 
We are saying no to this, no matter what.  This is who we are; this is for the 
children, to save the land for them.  We are already rich; the land is rich.  When 
you look at development, I don't see how we're going to benefit.  A few dollars 
for us, but our great-grandkids will see nothing; that's what I came here to 
say…They don't give us what we need, who we are is the land God put us here as 
Anishnawbe, he didn't put us in Europe.  He put us here to protect this land; it is 
our ancestral land…This land is sacred to us; it's who we are, don't forget that, I'm 
not forgetting that, you're not forgetting that.  I don't want my grandfathers to be 
dug out, our grandfathers and grandmothers lay in these lands.  Our teachings 
come from the lands, from the wolf and the bear, how to care for babies, how to 
gather medicine.  We are lost without that. We are Anishnawbe, not what they tell 
us we are. (Participant, GWK, 2016 p. 22) 
 
 Despite this commitment to fulfill these traditions, there is the fear expressed by Elders that 
these teachings are being lost.  A participant at the Standing Together Gathering 2019 stated, “If 
we don't tell our children who and what they are, how can they be proud of something they don't 
know p. 54.”  This is a common sentiment and a significant concern for all as the Matawa 
communities as they are potentially going to have more contact with the Western world and the 
introduction of a Western economy, which may make their ancestors' teachings seem less 
important.  The Elders are encouraging each other to make sure these teachings are not lost.   
Everyone knows we need air and water to survive…We were taught as youngsters 
that we need to use the water to survive.  We need to educate our young people; 
it's important that we teach them.  As grandparents, it's our responsibility and duty 
to pass on the teachings from our grandparents.  All of these things we talk about, 
the plants, trees, rocks, water, we need a voice to speak for them.  All of these 
living things need something to speak for them; this is why we prioritize the youth 
and education.  We need to protect our waters and where we live if we don't who 
is?  (Participant, STG, 2019 p. 55) 
 
 Matawa members at each of these gatherings have continually stated a desire to protect 




They state that these ancestral teachings are a deep, meaningful spiritual connection to their 
lands.  Many realize that the source of their well-being is from being able to live with respectful 
relations with the land, animals, medicines, and water.  The practice of being able to live by this 
way of life is what mino-bimaadiziwin is about.  Many members want to protect this way of life 
now and for future generations. 
As a people, we need to maintain what we already have, work together on our 
strengths, revitalize our ancestor’s teachings of the land, how to hunt and eat wild 
foods.  This will regain our healthy lifestyles, looking after the land, respect and 
be caretakers of the land, go back to re-learn the way of our ancestors.  
(Participant, MFNG, 2013 pp. 42-43) 
 
 For Matawa member communities, the ability to protect and live the life the Creator intended 
them to live is their inherent right and natural law.  Many knowledge holders take pride in their 
way of life and want to ensure its protection, especially in the face of development in the region.     
When they didn't consult the Elders, they messed up the trap lines1, When they do 
that, they take away our values, our traditional graveyards, camping areas, 
travelling paths.  The importance of this map is that when you're going into the 
ring of fire and these mines they want to develop, make sure that you pinpoint 
your areas where you want to live, where you want your grandchildren to live, 
what you value.  Otherwise, the companies will take what they want.  Now they 
have to consult with us.  If they want to come here, they have to talk to us, this is 
not their lands, we have been here for a long time, and we will always be here.  
(Participant, GWK 2016, p. 8)  
We want to really stress how important it is for us to be informed and to have a 
say and to have the control.  We want them to know that this is very important to 
the First Nations, and we need to be consulted on everything they’re going to do. 
We are planning for the future, for what will happen if the companies come in. 
We don't want history to repeat itself because of what has happened before.  They 
destroyed a lot of our resources and our livelihood.  We want to take care of our 
land, that's our livelihood, and we don't want anybody to destroy what's ours. The 
non-native people always want our land, but they don't take care of it.  That's what 
we want, respect for our land.  We don't want to happen again, this disrespect for 
the land.  We want all the information, that’s what the Elders are asking for. 
(Participant, GWK 2016 p. 27) 
 
1. The Ontario Ministry of Natural Resources in the 1930s began to introduced a process to 
register trap lines, which severely disrupted their Indigenous ways of knowing around sharing 





Another 2013 Matawa Summit participant from Neskantaga stated this priority succinctly 
“We must follow the laws the Creator has given us, the laws of the land” p. 42.  There is also the 
realization that if they wish to have their rights respected, they must build an awareness of what 
their rights are through education.  Education is critical, but it must be the right education, it 
must produce the community's capacity to deal with future opportunities.  This education process 
should build individual community member's ability to protect their lands, fulfill their roles, 
duties, and obligations, through healing, education, and training. 
Treaty rights must be respected.  We are keepers of the land, and we must stay 
connected to the land to pass on the knowledge and traditions.  Oppression and 
colonialism dominate our beliefs, so we need to reconnect to our values.  We need 
to maintain what we have and work together on our strengths to regain healthy 
lifestyles.  We should work with First Nations, who have encountered these issues 
already.  We need funds to flow to our community to help us preserve our land, 
language, and culture.  (Participant, MFNG, 2013 p. 11)  
 
Our Elder shared that everything starts with communication.  We need to make 
sure we keep our teachings alive in everything we do.  We have to incorporate our 
teachings into our processes even though we live in the modern age.  It is 
important for us to house our teachings.  It's not like a list that we can have in 
order: they're in our heads and our hearts.  We have to pass these down.  A lot of 
the time, we talk, but the action is not carried out.  If the trapper doesn't bait and 
check his traps, he won't get his fur for the day.  We need to make sure we have 
actions. (Participant, STG, 2016 p.45) 
 
 Matawa community members understand their Indigenous laws, and they know there are current 
realities that prevent them from fully meeting their roles, duties, and responsibilities.  They 
understand if they want to fulfill these expectations of each other, they must make a commitment 
to healing from the colonial trauma and addiction issues facing their communities (GWK, 2016)   
Indigenous Health and Well-being 
 At every Matawa gathering over the last several years, members and leaders have insisted 




leaders wish to improve the overall health and well-being of their people to fully realize this 
economic opportunity as a means of improving the overall health and well-being of their 
members.  Matawa Elders explicitly expressed that they want their language, their lands, and 
their way of life protected for their future generations.  This also includes a restoration of their 
traditional Anishnawbe roles, duties, and responsibilities of their Natural Law.  This restoration 
means to disrupt the negative behaviours patterns that developed from colonization.  Restoring 
the harmony by dismantling the Western patriarchy and how this created a power imbalance 
between members of the Indigenous community due to Indian social policies that disempowered 
Indigenous women (Monture-Angus, 1995).  They consider these aspects of their lives as 
essential elements to living their ancestor’s teachings, which will result in an improvement of 
their community’s overall health and well-being. 
We talked about Elders and history; it's very important for us to listen to our 
Elders.  We talked about the well-being of our people, we talked about now and 
moving forward to the future. We need to break the boxes we were put in.  We 
have lost oral culture, identity, and language.  We need to go back to our inherent 
laws and knowledge.  This will take us forward.  If we revitalize our culture and 
way of life, we will get our inherent laws back. (Participant, STG, 2019 p. 53) 
 
Today young people in my community they don't have to go out on the land 
anymore, they go out on the land they don't know how to do things, they shoot a 
moose they don't know how to gut it or skin it.  Why is that, the parents and the 
community members don't take them out to teach their kids.  Young women as 
well, they don't know how to tan hides, or make moccasins, these are something 
that makes us strong that we live by many years ago. (Participant, MFNS, 2011 p. 
64) 
 
Community members and leaders want to see their communities be successful and 
healthy, to be free of addiction, violence, and suicide.  Matawa members understand to maximize 
the opportunities and benefits that come with development, and the creation of an economy will 




community members are not in a healthy place to seek and maintain any employment 
opportunities.  
We need to develop something here at this summit on how we can tackle this 
issue; we can put a lot of effort in mining, we all love our people here and love 
our kids, our kids go to school weak, what's important?  I know mining is 
important [but] our communities are falling apart, the kids are the ones we should 
focus on…We’re so focused on mining, all these resolutions, maybe we can do 
something with health, there has to be some focus and attention to the problem, 
how can we work with these people that are hurting.  Our people are dying inside; 
it really hurts me to see that, why aren't we talking about this?  (Participant, 
MFNS, 2011, p. 57) 
 
Many members recognize their families are much healthier, at peace, and fulfill their 
roles, duties, and responsibilities of their Indigenous laws when they are out on the land.  
Matawa Elders and community members believe the key to improving their health and well-
being is living how their ancestors did, living off the land, in harmony with the natural world, 
fulfilling their duty, and their obligations to fulfilling their original instructions.  
Listening to some of the discussion, serious issues that will need to be 
implemented, how can we do that to be together as one, prescription drugs, lack 
of education, our schools for funding, but yet we have all these resources in our 
backyards.  Answers come from the land, our people have always lived off the 
land, education, through sickness, comes from the land and the Creator. 
(Participant, MFNS, 2011 p. 58) 
 
 Community members desire to see land-based healing programs; this is coming from the 
anecdotal evidence they are experiencing by taking their youth on the land.  Many communities 
have implemented youth and family retreats/gatherings to provide the opportunity for families to 
experience life on the land.  Matawa members realize that their current health conditions and 
living situations are a result of colonialism and harm from poor Crown-Indigenous relations.  To 
counteract these situations healing must occur at a spiritual level; this means dealing with the 




60's scoop, and the “Indian social policies” that banned ceremonies and prevented the 
opportunity to learn their Anishnawbe ways. 
In the beginning, we were able to enjoy our freedom to travel and practice our 
traditions with our communities.  The treaties placed us in a box with restrictions; 
the Indian act circumscribed our way of life, we were put in the box that is our 
reservation and prevented from our way of life.  We were prevented from visiting 
different communities; the Indian act is the tool. (Participant, STG, 2019 p. 46) 
 
I grew up in [], and I had opportunities, but then I found out who I was, I found it 
through mother nature, these are the teachings that we have always followed over 
many years.  I have heard the prophecies of my grandfather; there are always two 
futures-where we give up or where we fight.  If we don't fight, the land will 
disappear, and the spirit of the Anishnawbe will no longer exist.  We lose a lot of 
kids to suicide, drinking, drugs; I did that too.  But when I started to follow the 
laws of our ancestors, that took me away from that.  That’s what I want to do 
what we want to do, teach our babies to be wise.  Not that other thinking 
[Western]. Natural law, we’re going to fight for our land because it is sacred, we 
are going to say no [development], we’re a proud Nation.  God put us here to 
protect the land, not to submit.  (Participant, GWK, 2016 p. 23) 
 
Community members realize there needs to be an effort to restore Indigenous values, 
traditions, and cultural ways.  They believe the process to accomplish this is bringing back their 
ceremonies, restoring their relationships to land, and by working as a strong inclusive collective 
again.  The voices of the youth, elders, women, and men all should participate in the visioning of 
the future.  Matawa members believe if they return to their roots to build a strong relationship 
with the Creator, as a therapeutic process, this will help reduce the rates of addiction, suicide, 
and violence in their communities. 
We need to be healthy to be better individuals, parents, and for everyone to take 
care of our water and land.  We need to tackle drug and alcohol issues.  Mental 
health is important for Anishnawbe people.  We are healing still, making sure that 
the culture is maintained and more youth are aware of it.  Bringing back the 
language, protecting the land, making people more aware of the history.  We have 
to take it back to parenting and education, but not just Western, [we need to 
remember] traditional knowledge.  We have our version of history.  By tackling 
these three things, the rates of incarceration, mental health, child welfare, suicide 
will go down.  We need to stand together as a whole Matawa community. 





Healing is only the beginning; communities need to prepare for future 
opportunities, the need for a strategic plan for community capacity building, for 
developing the right kind of education.  An education strategy needs construction to assist 
in rebuilding their Nationhood, and one that supports Matawa's need for pre-employment 
training to take advantage of future employment opportunities. 
Education and Employment 
 The Matawa communities are encountering demands for resource development at a time 
when they are struggling with many critical issues.  They desire to maintain their way of life, but 
at the same time, these demands are pulling them into the Western world whether they wish to, 
or are ready to, like it or not.  The unfortunate reality in the Western world and its thirst for a 
capitalistic ideology has little awareness or appreciation for Mino-Bimaadiziwin.  These 
demands for development forces individual community members and their leaders to have to 
learn about mining, mineral development, economic development, Canadian law, environmental 
assessments, and politics if they want to participate fully and engage in meaningful 
consultations. 
Environmental law favours industry without respect for traditional teachings.  We 
need to train environmental monitors and work on cultural impact assessments, 
and we need more consultations on EAs [environmental assessments].  We need 
to listen to Elders and preserve trees and medicines, and we need technical people 
to help us and technical training in land and resources management and 
environmental monitoring.  (Participant, MFNG 2013 p.10)  
Matawa members are no different from any other citizens in Canada; they want a safe, 
happy, and thriving community to raise their children.  They also wish to have an economy that 
will allow their people to live and work in their home communities.    
What I would see as a development is coming to these communities so that we 
can develop businesses so that we can give our youth the opportunity and to work 




within these community businesses so that we can give them a hope for our 
future, this can change a lot of young people, all the kids are in school, and the 
parents aren't going to school, with this mindset the younger generation will ask 
themselves “why do I have to go to school?” and if we are able to change that 
mindset and develop these businesses than we can help the youth.  (Participant, 
MFNS, 2011 p. 25) 
Many Matawa members consider their part of fulfilling Treaty 9, is to share the lands and 
resources.  That is why many do see this development is a good thing and support it, despite the 
potential costs to the environment.  What they wish to see if to take full advantage of this by 
ensuring they are ready to participate in every opportunity possible.  To accomplish this goal, 
they realize that skilled trades and sustainable jobs will need the proper skills and trades training 
and encouraging Matawa members to acquire these now in preparation for when the 
development happens is essential for this to occur.    
What I see in the future, there are a lot of possibilities.  But if we do not fix what 
we have now, the drug problems, the lack of education, and the fact that this will 
take a while.  We don't think that kids are going to get off pills in a month, it will 
take time.  There will be a lot of losses, the trees, the land, and we have to be 
careful.  Don't be hasty in signing agreements.  Think long and hard what is going 
to happen, don't jump in too fast.  There are a lot of possibilities, and it will be a 
long road to get there.  (Participant, MFNS, 2011, p. 25) 
 
As mentioned, there are issues to improving Matawa members' overall health and well-
being; some of these issues require a political solution.  What I mean by this is the problems are 
with poor infrastructures like inadequate housing, access to potable water, limited access to 
health care, improving the quality of education, providing mental health supports for the 
social/therapeutic needs within communities.  These infrastructure issues are dependent upon the 
Federal government's fiduciary responsibilities for the care and protection of “Indians” in s. 91 
24 (Constitution Act, 1867).  Matawa members and leadership are anticipating that this 
economic opportunity of resource development will serve to assist in the development of these 




I think we need to start getting smart, and we need to start getting independent 
and getting rich from our land; rather than being dependent on the government.  
We need to start thinking outside of the box and using our land to gain 
independence.  I have been telling the government they need to work with us to 
access the minerals in our land.  We need to start planning and start talking to the 
government and industry; start negotiating.  If we start planning and stick to the 
plan, we can succeed. (Participant, GMC, 2012 p. 45) 
 
Matawa members, Elders, and leadership realize that it will take time, planning, 
strategizing, and healing to actualize these development opportunities.  Not only do the 
communities have to deal with trauma from historical relations with the Crown, but also harm 
has occurred in the relationships between some of the Matawa communities themselves.  Many 
of these leadership issues and governance questions again are complex and go beyond the scope 
of this chapter.  In chapter three, I discuss a more in-depth analysis of these questions of 
Indigenous rights and governance. 
  Matawa members realize that Nation-building and restoration of their Indigenous laws 
will assist and guide them into the future as they deliberate and participate in Western society.  
What they understand is that they must strengthen their collective voices and continue to commit 
to future generations with some strong governance and Indigenous law.  
Governance 
  There is a consensus among Matawa community members and leaders that internal 
community capacity building is most critical and that this increased capacity is necessary on 
many levels.  The focus of their vision for personal empowerment for their members is not just 
on the spiritual, cultural, intellectual development of the individual Matawa members, but for a 
meaningful decision-making model to deal with these issues of encroaching development.  This 
governance model does not only assert jurisdiction over the region but also has respect for the 




We have to do what is necessary to protect our land and our resources.  
[Development] is destroying our land, our culture, and our way of life.  We need 
to become the voice for the future of our people.  We need to study the effects of 
development and resource use on our traditional way of life.  (Participant, GMC, 
2012 p. 44) 
 
Leadership has a clear vision for what is necessary to support their future progress as 
Indigenous peoples, and also to improve and strengthen their process of engagement with 
industry and the governments.  There is no confusion by leadership about the needs of their 
people, and they need to strengthen and prepare for future opportunities.   
It will take people with vision in our communities to develop plans and strategies 
to benefit future generations.  We are talking about businesses, employment, and 
how to be creative to involve ourselves in economic development…We want to 
accomplish good things for the people in our community, not just in our First 
Nation but all the First Nations of the Matawa.  Youth is the next generation that 
is going to take over.  They need to be educated and instructed so they can be the 
leaders of tomorrow.  They need good role models. (Participant, GMC, 2012 p. 
46) 
 
Ring of fire companies come knocking on our doors and say they want to give us 
jobs when the mine comes “I’ll give you work when the mine starts everybody 
will have jobs men and women,” but when they start, it's going to be almost all 
non-natives working.  Any Mining Company that starts they're going to tell you 
that they will hire your people, but the day they turn on the power for the 
equipment and the men required to work will be hired that day, how many people 
standing in line will be qualified to work in that mine.  The subcontractors are 
hired to do specific roles with multi-million dollar machines that require 
experienced operators.  How many First Nations people have that?  Not too many, 
and yet we're told they will hire us. These are the things we have to understand 
this is a fact-they hire experienced people, they are not going to let inexperienced 
people operate those machines.  These are things we have to consider and be 
aware of; we need to think ahead if we’re going to prepare people to work in the 
mine.  (Participant, GWK, 2016 p. 10) 
 
Matawa community members and Elders are well aware of the potential environmental 
harms that introducing extractive industries to their territories could mean.  There is fear amongst 




To counter this, Matawa leaders are also aware of the need for education and training on treaty 
rights protections.  
These treaty rights are being stepped on and our youth, they do not understand.  
We never talk about our treaty rights; if these are not being taught, they are being 
bypassed by something else.  We need to learn this.  We are not working for 
things that are passed on, and we need to build something for our children. 
(Participant, MFNS, 2011, p. 24) 
 
We control what happens in our backyards, enough of the government and 
industry telling us what is good for (us) and telling us what we need.  We need to 
work together for future generations.  The decisions we make today will affect our 
youth and impact our way of life in the future.  I want to see nine communities 
work together for our future generations and do what we need to do to protect our 
land and our traditional way of life. (Participant, GMC, 2012 p. 44) 
 
By building up their community members and strengthening their positions, Matawa 
members believe this will help them to assert their inherent rights and laws to establish their 
sovereignty and jurisdiction on their lands.  Matawa members are tired of being treated as 
second-class citizens with no power and having industry and government neglect their inherent 
and Treaty rights.   
…decisions they based on governance, that will be your time to start enforcing the 
Treaty, they [the Treaty] gave us powerful rights, rights that we're not even 
exercised, the laws that they are passing are because we are not exercising our 
rights, the resources right in our backyards.  It's time we become and act like a 
government, set up our own regimes, sending out permits, we need to show them 
what we can do, yes, we need help, that's why we need to get this protocol done. 
(Participant, MFNS, 2011 p. 58) 
 
They have to consult with First Nations; they can't just issue the permit to the 
company. We have to make our system, so we don't just fall into the government 
systems, have to design the way we want to work. We have to set up how it's 
going to go forward. We have to do something. We can't just wait for the 
government. We have to show how we're going to govern ourselves, not by their 
system. I believe that Treaty 9 is a peace treaty. That's where we're going to dig in 
our feet. It's not a surrender Treaty; it's a peace treaty. We can't fight each other; 





They believe that by asserting their inherent rights, it will help them break from a dependency on 
the government to acting as rights holders that will exercise their power to protect their lands and 
resources.  They want to set the standards of how to treat their people.  
When they want to consult, they ask us to come to Thunder Bay or Nipigon where 
they have open houses to show where they're going to cut for the next five years. 
How can an Elder go to this open house and say no, you can't do it?  We don't 
know about it until the machinery goes by reserve, we see where they stop, and 
after that, it's too late for people to say anything.  What I'm trying to say is this 
industry talks nice before “We will give you this, will give you that” but what 
they leave us, what they're going to give you, is a land that you can't use anymore, 
a land that your children won't be able to use no more.  (Participant, GWK, 2016 
p. 11) 
 
This meeting is to talk about what's happening about our land and traditional 
territories and to give some advice on how to stand up for ourselves, say this is 
what we want.  This is how government works.  It's important to be consulted and 
to say what it is that we want, so they know, they know they will have to respect 
our land.  We will be strong if we walk together if we stand together.  We cannot 
do things alone. (Participant, GWK, 2016 p. 12)  
 
The development of a secure community engagement protocol will provide controls and 
monitoring of any activities on their lands for proponents and the government to follow.    
Capacity building and community level for environmental monitoring to include 
comprehensive implementation agreements, traditional ecological knowledge, and 
geographic information systems mapping, land-use plans cultural impact 
assessments would guide terms of reference and community protocols for 
engagement by industry and government.  (Participant, MFNG, 2013 pp. 41-42) 
 
To develop the land, there have to be protections; we have to be involved. This is 
not maybe; it's a must that we are consulted on any development within our 
traditional territory and protect it.  We can be part of it and support the activity 
taking place within our First Nations territory. (Participant, GWK, 2016 p. 11) 
 
Matawa members and leaders believe there needs to be improved efforts in building 
internal communications and trust amongst each of the nine communities.  There are 
communication issues between the Matawa management and Chiefs, and at a local level between 




building a governance model that everyone can trust.  This poor communication, paired with an 
unfortunate history of being taken advantage of by consultants, lawyers, industry, and the 
government has left community members with a minimal amount of trust.  They understand that 
moving forward in a positive direction will require strength and commitment to each other.    
It is very important to work together and establish a working relationship amongst 
us. We need to work together to make sure we secure the benefits for our 
community.  We need to come up with strategies and plans to make them work 
for us and our community.  We need to get on the wagon right away and start 
seeing the benefits; we are also looking at the business and employment 
opportunities for community members.  We need to address the social problems 
facing our communities and work together as a team to share plans and solutions, 
steady communication and a working relationship.  We have to look at ways that 
our communities will benefit from the mining activity in our traditional territories. 
We have to understand each other and protect the land for future generations.  I 
look forward to establishing working relationships with all of the Matawa First 
Nations and look forward to be working with you. (Participant, GMC, 2012 
pp.45-46) 
 
I have said time and time again - we want to work with industry and with the 
governments. We are the keepers of the land.  We know what's best for the land, 
but it always falls on deaf ears.  I think it's time they start listening to hear what 
we want.  We are not the culprits slowing down the process - it’s the lack of 
communications.  This sets the tone for the work and gives a framework on how 
to move ahead, to advanced exploration and the mine itself.  My community 
wasn't part of this Noront deal.  (Participant, MFNG, 2013 p. 57) 
 
Matawa members and leaders have agreed to share and learn from the experiences of 
each Nation within the Matawa region.  Many of the Matawa “road” communities have 
experienced development previously that resulted in environmental damage that has had lasting 
cultural impacts, without compensation.  An Elder that had experienced these situations 
explained this in the following extensive story:  
[logging companies] came through our traditional territories and clear-cut, and we 
were never consulted or anything.  They cut our trees down, and we never got any 
resources from those trees, we never got compensation of any kind.  All of our 
trees and trapping grounds have been decimated by clear-cutting, and our people 
are just as poor now.  We never got a penny of; however, many millions of dollars 




have enough housing, we've got social problems like other communities.  We 
were never given any resources or opportunities to prepare us for what happened 
to us.  Our children are now suffering from what happened to us; their 
grandparents' traditional trapping areas don't exist anymore.  They have nowhere 
to go trapping, maybe a little bit of road where there are a little bit of trees left, 
now we tell our children to get educated to work in these mines that are coming 
up, I don't really think we're going to benefit.  I warned these communities up 
north that are going to be affected by the ring of fire; they might promise some 
money; they talk about millions of dollars, which they're going to takeaway. What 
are we going to be left with? Are we going to be the same way as logging 
companies left Aroland?  You know what I'm talking about. They promise Native 
people money to take resources from our land.  “We're going to give you 
something back; we're going to pay your infrastructure or something” that's the 
promise they give.  It's going to be a big change for people up North whenever the 
ring of fire mining starts.  They have to be aware, look at the southern 
Anishnawbe, what they have suffered, what we are still suffering.  Even as we 
speak, there's cutting going on about three or four miles from our home.  Our 
people are just looking at this cutting; nobody is getting a job, nobody is working.  
Our traditional lake has a traditional burial ground there; they're clear-cutting that 
because they said they consulted us, and we said they could.  We were never 
aware that we were consulted.  (Participant, GWK, 2016 p. 11) 
 
This quote demonstrates the extensive pressure Matawa leadership faces in achieving a resource 
governance model that aligns Mino-Bimaadiziwin, against the complexities in modern business 
and economics in their traditional territories.  
 To help summarize these themes from these Matawa gathering you can see Table 4.  
Although each theme has a separate specific focus, they are interconnected. 
Table 4 
 
Summary of Findings From Matawa Gatherings  
Themes Findings 
Mino-Bimaadiziwin • Members know and understand the importance of maintaining 
their ancestral connections to land and their way of life 
• Understand this comes with roles, duties, and responsibilities to 
protect these ways for future generations 
Indigenous Health 
and Well-being 
• Members express consistent concern for the social issues of 
addiction, violence, and suicide 
• The infrastructure issues-inadequate housing, need for potable 
water, limited access to health care 






• Members know they will require the appropriate education and 
training if they will be able to take advantage of the ROF 
opportunity  
Governance • Members know they will require significant governance 
development both at a local level and a regional level to build trust 
and transparency across the nine communities 
 
Discussion 
  The Matawa communities have a clear understanding and awareness of their inherent 
rights and Indigenous laws, which raises further questions of how to best protect these parts of 
their Indigeneity in the face of resource development.  The needs and priorities are similar 
amongst the nine Matawa member communities.  Still, they are diverse, based on the geographic 
location, its approximation to developed towns, and its history of exposure to development.  The 
challenge moving forward is that Matawa is a vast region, with these diverse and distinct 
priorities amongst the nine communities.  The road communities have a limited economy and 
more experience of the benefits and impacts of development.  Constance Lake First Nation 
continues to have an active lumber mill as their neighbour.  Long Lake #58, and Ganoogaming 
First Nation are close to a small French community called Longlac, where there is still a lumber 
operation there.  Aroland First Nation had some historic mining operations and a lumber mill as 
well.  These are the southern Matawa communities and have attempted to maintain their 
traditional sustenance lifestyles, but witnessed their ecosystem severely impacted by industry, 
and along with it, their trap lines and waterways were made unusable as a result.  The southern 
communities transitioned to a Western economic lifestyle by having to seek jobs in these local 
industries or commuting to the local towns for work.  
  While the more remote Anishnawbe communities have had limited exposure to industrial 
development, and lack a Western economy, their needs are different than those communities 




and are limited in basic infrastructure needs like accessing adequate housing, health care, potable 
water, and quality education.  These social needs are the priority for their leaders when 
considering what to do about development.  
 Matawa member communities are transparent in their desire to improve their overall 
health and well-being, and to protect their lands and their way of life, for not only the short term 
but for future generations.  Matawa is well aware of their roles, duties, and responsibilities to 
fulfill and follow their Indigenous laws.  At every gathering examined for this research, 
numerous statements from individual community members and Elders remarked on their deep 
connection to their way of life, and the importance of living off the land.  Matawa members 
know that part of this protection for their way of life is to restore the balance amongst their 
members and to fulfill these traditional roles, duties, and responsibilities.  The responsibility to 
protect their lands and water, to honour what their ancestors protected for them, they now must 
commit to preserving these things for future generations.  
Matawa communities face many social issues that disrupt their ability to follow their 
Indigenous laws, which also impacts their capacity to be fully aware and involved in these 
resource governance issues.  Overall compromised health and well-being, inadequate 
infrastructures, and limited to no economy result in extensive poverty.  What is unjust about this 
circumstance is that the State is responsible for providing fiduciary responsibilities for on-reserve 
First Nations in Canada.  When these services are chronically underfunded, it becomes a 
coercive situation that forces on-reserve First Nation leadership to seek additional source revenue 
to make up for the gaps.     
Matawa members understand that for their communities to be able to take advantage of 




their lands will require skilled trades training, or if they would like a sustained position with 
these various industries will require some post-secondary training.  This will mean for many 
members having to return to school, which is away from their reserve communities, which means 
separating from their families, their culture, and their safety. 
The coercive situation makes the development of the natural resources on Treaty territory 
appealing (providing they can secure proper revenue-sharing agreements).  Furthermore, because 
of the isolation and remoteness of the Matawa communities, it is considered to be the only option 
forward.  However, deciding to move forward with resource extraction forces Matawa to 
compromise their sacred roles, duties, and responsibilities to abide by their Indigenous laws.  
The critical risk for partnering with extractive industries is the potential for ecological damage to 
their environments.  This exposure to industrial development is problematic for all peoples, even 
more so, for these Northern Anishnawbe communities that have a sustenance lifestyle on the 
lands, it is even more critical.   
There are some greater fundamental considerations to examine around involvement in 
Western capitalism; specifically, how can Mino-Bimaadiziwin be achieved while causing harm 
to Creation, and harm to their communities, and harm to themselves.  The development of an 
economy comes at risking the ecosystem, the very ecosystem that sustains Matawa peoples.  
Especially the fly-in communities of Matawa that have no economy, so they rely on the 
ecosystem to survive, if the ecosystem experiences severe damage, the Matawa communities will 
not be able to survive in these lands.  If we remove the ability for Matawa Peoples to live off 
their lands, we are removing their ability to be Anishnawbe.  Is it worth the risk of losing their 
ecosystem to participate in Western capitalism, or would it be better to protect their lands and 




produce more workers for these industries, instead developing an education system that would 
teach Matawa members their cultural ways, to fulfill their Ancestral duties for the coming 
generations.   
Or an even greater consideration, is it be possible for Matawa to secure and exercise their 
inherent rights and take a stance being rights holders, and not have to place their members in 
these industries to benefit from development.  As rights holders they would collect the dividends 
and charge access fees to these industry actors.  Matawa then can use this money to build the 
infrastructures, and restore their well-being, without taking their members away from their 
communities to gain a Western education, to be in a position of being exploited as a worker in 
these industries.  These questions are meant to explore the issues of governance and how Matawa 
sees their future, and their best means of achieving Mino-Bimaadiziwin.  
Conclusion 
 As Matawa communities deliberate and consider future development by engaging in 
discussion of the proposed resource extraction activities, each community desires to fulfill their 
duty, honour, and obligation of their Indigenous law.  The desire to follow their Anishnabe 
Natural Law is evident in the manner that several families/communities continue to teach their 
youth and children how their ancestors had lived.  Matawa members desire to assert their 
sovereignty, independence control over their lands by exercising their inherent rights, but this 
will only come with independence from the State. 
This point draws conversation to a larger question beyond Matawa and those of all 
Indigenous Peoples in Canada, specifically around the Crown-Indigenous relationship.  The 
existing relationship is one where the State has and continues to exercise a great deal of power 




Nations and Band Council governments must ensure that a Canadian standard of fundamental 
human rights exists.  There is evidence that Indigenous communities across Canada continue to 
lack potable water, endure insufficient and inadequate housing, and have limited access to 
education and health care (INAC, 2016).  This reality unfairly and unjustly forces Indigenous 
communities to seek alternative sources of revenue to fill the gaps in infrastructure funding from 
the State.  This vulnerability is playing out in some questionable ways for Indigenous 
communities.  Many Indigenous communities across Canada are using natural resources and 
revenue sharing agreements to improve living conditions for their communities.  To acquire 
these agreements, these Indigenous communities must sign a final agreement or a modern-day 
treaty that surrenders all their inherent rights to lands (Diabo, 2012).  Under these final 
agreements, Individual Band members of these communities are not “Status Indians” under the 
Indian Act, nor can they make any future claims; they are final agreements.   
When examining these circumstances of modern-day surrenders, there are several ethical 
and legal implications to consider as Indigenous inherent rights are protected by the United 
Nations, in particular the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples.  
These issues are complicated and go beyond the scope of this chapter; I do, however, consider 
these issues in chapter three, where I examine Canadian and International rights-based 
instruments and Indigenous Peoples' inherent rights and jurisdictions. 
Circumstances for Indigenous people in Canada to have power over their lands by 
exercising their inherent land title rights will not come quickly.  This fight will be a cumbersome 
battle fought in courts of law; a critical question to consider is whether it is fair and just to give 
jurisdiction over these issues to a Canadian court.  If Indigenous Peoples remain dependent on 




Indigenous Peoples' ability to fight for their inherent rights.  These are the reasons we hear 
rhetoric from the Prime Minister to improve Crown-Indigenous relations, and the State does not 
wish to see on-going civil disobedience.  The State wants to resolve conflicts not by respecting 
Indigenous Peoples' inherent rights, but by terminating them (Diabo, 2019; King & Pasternack, 
2018; Manuel & Derrickson, 2017). 
Lastly, to bring this back to Matawa, Matawa First Nations demonstrate a strong will and 
desire to protect the ecosystems on which they live; they believe this is paramount for them to 
follow their Indigenous laws.  This protection is more critical for the “fly-in” communities in the 
remote parts of northern Ontario, as their lands remain in a pristine state.  The reality if these 
communities are to continue practicing a sustenance lifestyle, harvesting upon the lands in which 
they live, then the ecosystems become compromised, the people will be unable to live from the 
lands that the Creator had given them to protect.  They will be unable to fulfill their Mino-
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In the hopes of informing future directions and political solutions to Indigenous governance, this 
chapter shares lessons from in-depth visits with Indigenous leadership, and archival research to 
discuss applying Indigenous law through decolonization in the context of a significant mining 
development opportunity in Northern Ontario known as the "Ring of Fire."  The reality in 
Canada is that Indigenous Peoples occupy a unique position, that holds distinct, special, and 
inherent rights.  Conflicts continue over land claims, resource revenue sharing and governance, 
and the protection of Indigenous inherent rights.  In this vital case study, we examine the issues 
of governance through a history of colonialism and confusing jurisdictions between the Federal 
and Provincial governments.  This paper discusses a decolonizing strategy to rebuild Indigenous 
individuals, families, collectivities, and governance through Anishnawbe Natural Laws in the 
hopes of building citizens and leadership that will lead their people to Mino-Bimaadiziwin 
(living a good life). 
 
Keywords: Anishnawbe Law, Indigenous Rights, Decolonization, Matawa, Ring 
of Fire, FPIC, 
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Decolonizing the Ring of Fire: The pathway to Mino-Bimaadiziwin 
This chapter critically discusses the unique relationship that Indigenous Peoples occupy 
with the Canadian State, through a “Ring of Fire [ROF]" case study where Indigenous leaders of 
the Matawa member communities have been active in the negotiation of a major mining 
development on their lands since 2012.  The ROF is the site of a proposed $65 billion chromite 
mining project in Northern Ontario, surrounded by nine First Nation communities that governed 
under a collective called Matawa First Nation Management [MFNM].  This chapter highlights 
the issues detailed through four in-depth visits with Matawa member First Nation Band Council 
leaders and a review of MFNM archival documents, around the challenges of maintaining and 
applying Anishnawbe laws at a time of increased interest in resource development in the region.  
Matawa member First Nations express a desire to maintain their Indigenous inherent rights, 
wanting to have power over the decisions that impact lands and resources in its territory.  But 
also willing to share the benefits of development while wanting to build and practice their 
Indigenous Natural Laws. 
Throughout the settlement of the Americas, the relationship between Indigenous Peoples 
and the various Crown authorities has been inconsistent.  At different times the relationship was 
stable and strong, where power, equity, and successful allyship existed; at other times, the 
relationship was violent, tumultuous, where oppressive "Indian" policies treated Indigenous 
Peoples as wards of the State (Miller, 2018).  A major source of the on-going conflict with 
Crown-Indigenous relations is when Canada became a country rather than a colony, this power 
over Indigenous people asserted by the new State in s. 91(24) of the Constitution Act (1867).  In 
s. 91(24) Canada has the exclusive legislative power to legislate all “Indians” and “Lands 
reserved for Indians.”  This power placed Canada in a conflict of interest, as it was now 
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responsible for "Indians and lands reserved for Indians," while also being able to negotiate 
treaties, and purchasing land for the Crown (Joseph, 2018).  This conflict of interest means that 
Canada can determine and set its social policies to control and limit the rights of "Indians."  This 
circumstance is discussed more in-depth in the paper, but now, I state that this legislative process 
sets the stage for how law, legislations, and social policies of Canada historically and currently 
controls and limits the power that Indigenous peoples have to govern their lives. 
This inconsistent and unstable relationship with the Crown created confusion and 
uncertainty for the recognition and respect for the inherent rights of Indigenous Peoples.  The 
Crown assumed full jurisdiction and governance over Indigenous societies, their lands, and the 
natural resources within them.  In addition, the Crown limited the recognition of Indigenous 
Peoples' human rights, as the Crown treated Indigenous Peoples and their communities as sub-
human, primitive societies, not worthy of holding any rights whatsoever. 
Based on the knowledge gained from the five years of active engagement with MFNM, 
this chapter discusses Matawa member communities' priorities as they contemplate how 
Indigenous governance can assert their Indigenous Laws and jurisdiction over lands.  The 
primary goal for Matawa is to ensure mutual economic benefit while fulfilling the integrity of 
their duty and responsibility of their Natural Laws.  A critical understanding of the existing 
Crown-Indigenous relations, the Federal/Provincial jurisdictional issues in the ROF area, 
Matawa's Treaty 9 relations will help accomplish their goal.  Matawa's leadership fully 
recognizes their ancestors signed Treaty 9; what they challenge is the perspective of "surrender."  
The Matawa members and their leaders assert that their ancestors only agreed to share the lands 
and resources, they believe that their ancestors would never have surrendered the inherent rights 
of their future generations, as this goes against their Natural Laws.  In a meeting early on in my 
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visits to Thunder Bay, a community member said that “it is impossible to surrender the inherent 
rights of future generations,” this statement always stayed with me through the years.    
Based on Matawa’s positioning, I further discuss the authenticity and integrity of 
reconciliation in a Nation-State with a legacy of poor Crown-Indigenous relations.  These 
questions are vital to be examined as we witness the continued legacy of conflict between the 
State and the Indigenous voices over the demands for resource extraction/development. 
Standpoint 
For the benefit of the reader, and as Indigenous protocol, I share my positioning as an 
Indigenous person and scholar.  This standpoint is shared to disclose biases that appear in my 
research for Western readers, but for Indigenous, it locates my positioning as an Indigenous 
person.  My name is Yohjaseh [New Earth]; I am Onondawaga [Seneca Nation] Nyagwai [Bear 
Clan].  I was raised in the community of Six Nations by the Grand River in Southern Ontario, 
Canada.  I am four generations removed from Indian Residential School.  I grew up attending 
traditional ceremonies, hearing my original language, and never questioning my identity.  I have 
a sound foundation of Haudenosaunee Law and philosophy.  I have come to understand what an 
extreme privilege this is, as my family ensured our identities as Haudenosaunee people would 
continue to flourish.    
The research, analysis, and writing of this chapter is from a critical Indigenous 
perspective.  Although I am a Haudenosaunee person learning and documenting experiences in 
an Oji-Cree context, I assert that it is my goal to ensure the local Anishnawbe voices are 
privileged in this research project.  I intend to recognize and ensure that Anishnawbe thought and 
philosophy are critically presented, in the same manner in which I would want Haudenosaunee 
thought and philosophy to be cared for by an outside researcher researching in my community. 




Indigenous Peoples have struggled against colonization and have been calling to improve 
Crown-Indigenous relations to advance their well-being for generations.  Most notably, the 
Royal Commission on Aboriginal Peoples [RCAP] (1996), feared that if the conditions that 
created these poor relations were not improved, there would be violence by and on Indigenous 
Peoples.  RCAP commissioners further said that Canada must fulfill its integrity as a Nation-
State that prides itself on one that respects human rights.  The most critical issue facing 
Indigenous leaders and communities in Canada is the fact that Indigenous Peoples continue to 
face legislations and social policies written from a perspective that places Indigenous peoples as 
"subjects of the Crown" or "Wards of the State." 
 As an example, this chapter considers issues with mining development, which is 
Provincial jurisdiction because of R v. St. Catherines Milling and Lumber (1888).  This ruling 
means that even though "Status Indians" are Federal jurisdiction because of the Indian Act 
(1876), these two levels of Government both operate as the Crown authority.  What adds to the 
conflict is when you have differing political ideologies in power between the levels of 
Government.  This conflict in jurisdiction means the Provinces can pass legislation and policy in 
the same manner as the Federal Government, results in a conflict of interest (Joseph, 2018).  
Legislation, like the Ontario Mining Act (1990, 2012), which through its "modernization," now 
includes online staking in 2012, without proper consultation of the Indigenous Peoples that were 
impacted by these new laws.  While some advancements appeared positive like the Far North 
Act (2011), which was going to allow Indigenous communities to develop community land use 
plans, which would outline areas of traditional Indigenous lands that could be "protected" from 
development.  While this legislation appeared favourable, the Minister of Northern Development 
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and Mines retained the power to dismiss or accept the areas that were "protected."  This 
legislation has been recently repealed by the current Ford government, stating a reduction in "red 
tape" and during the 1st session of the 42nd legislature of the Ontario Legislative Assembly by 
the Hon. Prabmeet Sarkaria, Associate Minister of Small Business and Red Tape Reduction, 
proposed a Bill 132 Better for People, Smarter for Business Act tabled on Monday, October 28, 
2019.  Many believe these actions of the Provincial Government are to dismiss further 
Indigenous rights recognition in Ontario (Matawa First Nation, 2019; Scott & Cutfeet, 2019; 
Wildlife Conservation Society Canada, 2019). 
The same consideration for the early evolution of the Canadian judicial system, Canadian 
law, and the courts are all tools used to dispossess further, disenfranchise, and undermine 
Indigenous rights (Reynolds, 2018).  The Canadian State is trying to these redress historical 
wrongs through reconciliatory acts called out in the Truth and Reconciliation Commission's 94 
Calls to Action (2015).  However, the authenticity and integrity of these acts are called into 
question by Indigenous scholars and activists (Diabo, 2018; King & Pasternak 2018; Manuel & 
Derrickson, 2017; Palmater, 2015).  To fully understand current relations, we must examine the 
ties between Settler Governments and the Indigenous Peoples that occupied these lands since 
time immemorial.  The two peoples hold distinct and opposing views on the jurisdiction of lands 
and resources in Canada. 
Current Crown-Indigenous Relations 
Through the maturation of the Nation-State, some colonizing laws changed because they 
violated the human rights of Indigenous Peoples.  These occurred at significant markers in 
Canadian history, in particular, s.35 of the New Constitution (1982); the Royal Commission on 
Aboriginal Peoples (1996); the Indian Residential School Survivors Settlement Agreement 
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(1998); Indian and Northern Affairs (1997); the Indian Residential School Apology (2008); the 
Truth and Reconciliation Commission Final Report (2015); and the Missing and Murdered 
Indigenous Women and Girls Final Report (2019).  Each of these events marked recognition by 
Canada for the need to improve Crown-Indigenous relations.  Despite these events, the process 
and pathway to improving these relations remain unclear.   
With the recognition of Indigenous Peoples rights since the repatriation of the New 
Constitution (1982) and the creation of s.35, it appears as if the gift of the "empty box" (Tully, 
Walkem, & Bruce, 2003), "is not quite so empty anymore" (H. Yesno, personal communication, 
July 21, 2019).  Despite successive governments over the years attempting to ignore and restrict 
Indigenous Peoples' rights, the Supreme Court of Canada has begun to recognize the colonial 
aspects of Canadian common law, and are increasingly understanding Indigenous Peoples' 
constitutionally protected rights, as well as Indigenous legal principles (Borrows, 2002). 
Many Canadian citizens lack a critical social/political history of settlement relations 
(TRC, 2015), and wonder why this relationship seemingly cannot advance to a more 
"progressive" relationship.  Indigenous Peoples are called into question by many Canadians for 
not wanting to move forward or modernize.  Accusations of holding minerals for ransom or 
Indigenous People simply need to "get over it" are common sentiments that took centre stage at 
the first debate during the 2019 Federal election.  Conservative Federal Candidate Andrew 
Scheer stated: “we cannot create a system in this country where one group of individuals, one 
Indigenous community, can hold hostage large projects that employ so many Indigenous 
Canadians” (Meyer, Wood, McIntosh & Syed, 2019).  
In the absence of a critical background, Canadians often offer outright hatred and racism 
directed at Indigenous peoples because of these issues.  A simple search of any comment section 
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of any online news item containing a discussion of Indigenous Peoples' rights in Canada, and one 
can read the level of ignorance and racism directed at Indigenous Peoples.  In 2015, the CBC 
news, cancelled commenting on their online media as their moderators were reporting a high 
number of racist and hateful comments directed at Indigenous Peoples: 
We've noticed over many months that these stories draw a disproportionate 
number of comments that cross the line and violate our guidelines. Some of the 
violations are obvious, some not so obvious; some comments are clearly hateful 
and vitriolic, some are simply ignorant. And some appear to be hate disguised as 
ignorance (i.e., racist sentiments expressed in benign language). (Houpt, 2015) 
 
While I recognize in 2020, we exist in a culture of "keyboard warriors" and "internet trolls" that 
seek the opportunity to engage any person with a differing opinion in attempts to humiliate them; 
however, this even has appeared in very public ways.  For example, Canadian Conservative 
Senator Lynn Beyak shared in a Red Chamber meeting stated her position that "Indian 
Residential Schools were not that bad."  She further posted racist emails and letters on her 
official government website from her "constituents" and refused to remove them (Galloway, 
2017).  Senator Beyak held her ground and believed her racist opinions so much that even under 
threat of being dismissed from the Conservative Caucus, she refused to remove the content from 
her website.  As she was removed from Caucus, a portion of her statement reads, "…As an 
Independent Senator, I will continue to be a voice for freedom of speech.  I consider it my duty 
and my role, as well as a great privilege, to speak on behalf of so many wise Canadians.” 
(Connolly, 2018). 
In 2018, the Rt. Hon. Justin Trudeau, Prime Minister of Canada, made this statement in 
parliament on improving Crown relations: 
We must acknowledge that centuries of colonial practices have denied the 
inherent rights of Indigenous Peoples.  The recognition and implementation of 
Indigenous rights will chart a new way forward for our Government to work with 
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First Nations, Inuit, and Métis Peoples and to undo decades of mistrust, poverty, 
broken promises, and injustices.  (T.R.H. Justin Trudeau, 2018) 
 
Improving Crown-Indigenous relations, one must explore settlement history and how the laws 
and legislation paved the way for the settlement and benefits for Settler Society (Manuel and 
Derrickson, 2015; McNeil, 2018).  Examining the colonizing laws, and assertions of the will of 
the sovereign (Crown) and the precedents that guide jurisprudence in Canada, one can determine 
there will be numerous barriers to improving Crown-Indigenous relations. 
Canadian Law and Jurisdiction 
 As a Settler State, Canada believes it acquired ownership of all lands through the 
Constitution Act (1867).  However, many Indigenous people assert the lands within Canada 
remain theirs as the Royal Proclamation (1763) secured their "right of prior occupancy."  In the 
Canadian Constitution Act (1867), the State asserts its dominion as a Nation-State over 
Indigenous peoples, especially in section 91, subsection (24), that states that Canada has “…the 
exclusive legislative power to legislate…Indians, and Lands reserved for Indians" (pp. 26-27).  
With this power over Indigenous peoples, Canada set forth its assimilation strategy over 
“Indians,” which is the Indian Act (1876).   
The reserve process in the Indian Act created reserves across the country.  Prior to the 
Indian Act, many Indigenous communities were on their traditional homelands that were 
bountiful with fish, game, medicines, and foods for harvesting to lands that were isolated away 
from Settlers, and then forcefully relocated to lands that were not desired by the State or Settlers 
(Diabo, 2017; Manuel & Derrickson, 2017; Venne, 2017).  With growing demands for the 
development of natural resources like forestry, fossil fuel, and minerals in the far North brings 
the Federal and Provincial governments along with industry proponent to seek further incursion 
on Indigenous lands.   
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With the increased interest of Indigenous occupied lands and traditional/treaty territories, 
there is an increased priority to ensure the protection and involvement of Indigenous Peoples as 
new developments emerge.  Now that Indigenous rights receive more recognition in Canadian 
law, Indigenous Peoples have gained some recognition of their rights to express concerns for 
development on their lands.  The question of the underlying Indigenous land Title remains the 
issue.  The Crown believes it has ownership and sovereignty over the lands and resources, but 
Indigenous Peoples challenge Crown authority in court cases because Indigenous Peoples 
believe they maintain inherent land rights.  Governments and proponents will not easily secure 
approval from Indigenous communities since Indigenous Peoples in Canada are in a resurgence 
of rebuilding their Nationhood (Simpson, 2011), by re-membering, re-building, and restoring 
their Indigeneity (Absolon, 2011).  Having these roots of their Indigenous identity rebuilt affirms 
their Indigenous Laws, which focus on specific roles, duties, and responsibilities.  One essential 
element of Natural Law is protecting the land for the generations yet to be born (Mohawk, 
2010a).  The strengthening of Indigenous communities through identity reclamation provides 
Indigenous Peoples with a more critically informed position of understanding their inherent 
rights, roles, duties, and responsibilities (Lyons, 2008; Mohawk, 2010b; Thomas, Mitchell & 
Arseneau, 2016).  Further to this advancement within Indigenous Peoples, the Canadian judicial 
system and jurisprudence are now recognizing the application and consideration of Indigenous 
laws when making judgments in dealing with Indigenous rights, which resulted in 90% of the 
rulings made by the Supreme Court are in favour of Indigenous Peoples (Gallager, 2012).  Given 
the legacy of Canada disregarding Indigenous Peoples’ rights, and the use of power over 
Indigenous Peoples to exclude their voices, Indigenous Peoples are resisting development 
without their consultation and consent in greater and greater numbers.   
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As stated earlier, one significant advancement within Canada is the new Canadian 
Constitution (1982), s.35 says that "The existing aboriginal and treaty rights of the aboriginal 
peoples of Canada are hereby recognized and affirmed” (p. 63).  The problem with this assertion 
of such a blanket statement has left the rights of Indigenous Peoples open to interpretation.  
Interpretation by the State, proponents, and Indigenous Peoples themselves, which many to refer 
to this as an “empty box” (Tully, Walkem, & Bruce, 2003).  The Supreme Court of Canada has 
the burden of interpreting and defining Indigenous rights, which in of itself is problematic.  
Taking court challenges to the Supreme Court is a significant financial burden, as well as a risk 
for Indigenous communities to have their inherent rights interpreted by a Canadian court.  
International Indigenous Rights Advocacy 
 Advocacy for Indigenous rights at the international level began as early as 1861 by 
Nahnebahwequay, known in English as Catharine Sutton, a Mississauga Nation (Anishnabe) 
woman (Smith, 2008).  Catherine became known for speaking out against the unjust 
assimilationist laws during this period.  She became directly involved when she had possession 
of land taken away from her under the British Enfranchisement Laws that stated she was no 
longer an "Indian" because she had married a British man.  The land was supposed to be "Indian" 
land and located near present-day Owen Sound, secured for use for the Mississauga Nation for 
abandoning their lands by the Credit River in present-day Mississauga.  Catherine brought a few 
families North, and her uncle Peter Jones travelled with the remaining families to reside with the 
Haudenosaunee at Grand River and established the present-day Mississaugas of the Credit First 
Nation near Hagersville, Ontario. 
After confederation in 1867, The Indian Act (1876) formed official Canadian Indian 
social policy, and through this legislation, Canada began its regime of power over "Indians."  
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The Government of Canada attempted to force the Haudenosaunee to surrender to its power 
starting in 1921 by stopping to send funding for the programs and services to the Six Nations 
Reserve.  These efforts caused undue harm, and with diplomacy failing, the Confederacy sent 
Chief Deskaheh to the League of Nations in Geneva, Switzerland, in 1923 (Akwesasne Notes, 
1991).  The Haudenosaunee sought membership into the League, or at the very least request that 
the League of Nations intervene in Canada to prevent further harm.  The Haudenosaunee were 
stating that these acts by Canada were causing undue hardship, disruptions of the peace within 
the community, and were acts of war.  The League of Nations, under considerable political 
pressure by Canada, refused to intervene, and Deskaheh was declared an enemy of the State by 
Canada, and upon his attempted return to Canada was denied entry.  Deskaheh was banished and 
lived the rest of his life in Niagara Falls, New York (Akwesasne Notes, 1991).  In 1924, the 
Royal Canadian Mounted Police, along with Canadian military support, forced the Confederacy 
Chiefs from power and placed the Six Nations Band Council in power. 
 A delegation of Indigenous peoples returned to Geneva in 1977, this time being allowed 
to make a statement regarding the continuing mistreatment in the Americas.  This visit triggered 
significant developments for international recognition of Indigenous People’s rights.  In 1982, 
the UN Economic and Social Council established the Working Group on Indigenous Populations 
with the mandate to develop a set of minimum standards that would protect Indigenous peoples.  
In 1989, the International Labour Organization Convention 169 established an outcome 
document to begin developing protocols for protecting Indigenous People's rights.  In 2000, the 
UN Permanent Forum on Indigenous Issues began, then the UN Special Rapporteur on the 
Rights of Indigenous Peoples began in 2001.  These efforts then advanced the development and 
adoption of the United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples [UNDRIP] in 
DECOLONIZING THE ROF  
 
137 
2007.  This work further resulted in the World Conference on Indigenous Peoples, held in 2014.  
From this timeline, one can see that on a world stage, Indigenous Peoples' inherent rights are 
gaining recognition.  The problem with these advancements is there is little mechanism to 
monitor consistent implementation across the various Nation States. 
The Continued Hope and Promise of UNDRIP/FPIC 
 UNDRIP has little power over Nation States' domestic application and implementation.  
However, Indigenous Peoples hold hope in UNDRIP's effort to set a minimum basic standard of 
Indigenous rights recognition across the States in which they reside.  Most Indigenous Peoples 
live in Nation-States that non-Indigenous people form the majority and through its development 
designed legislative and legal power over Indigenous Peoples.  UNDRIP is an international 
declaration aimed to advocate for the rights of Indigenous Peoples in their self-determination 
over cultural, economic, land, and spiritual rights.  This rights framework is necessary for 
Indigenous Peoples protection that resides in Nation-States that have extended power over 
Indigenous Peoples.  The primary principle used to address the power over Indigenous Peoples is 
the principle of Free, Prior and Informed Consent [FPIC]. 
FPIC has multiple definitions and interpretations (Forest Peoples, 2017; Oxfam, 2016; 
United Nations, 2007).  A standard definition of FPIC is free means that the consent of 
Indigenous Peoples on issues impacting their rights should be free from coercion, free from 
intimidation, and free from any pressure of any kind.  Consent should be sought prior to any 
licensing, permits, or agreements are in place.  Also, consent should be fully informed, which 
means that all complex scientific knowledge and concepts need to be made available in an 
accessible format for those communities engaged in the proposed development; this includes lay-
terms or translated into appropriate languages.  Consent also needs to be achieved through an 
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accepted timeline and process set by the Indigenous community involved.  Mitchell, Arseneau, 
Thomas, & Smith (2019), argue that these principles of FPIC are a relational concept to each 
other, meaning that there are connections between the principles of free, prior, and informed 
consent. 
The Canadian Government had mixed reactions to UNDRIP when first introduced at the 
United Nations in 2007, Canada, along with the United States, Australia, and New Zealand, 
refused its endorsement.  The Stephen Harper government said that it was unnecessary as 
Indigenous People's rights are enshrined in s.35 of the Canadian Constitution, and further called 
UNDRIP only 'aspirational.'  In 2010, Canada under the Harper government did sign on to 
support UNDRIP but with objector status.  During the 2015 Federal election, Justin Trudeau's 
election platform was to improve Crown-Indigenous relations as a top priority, including the 
implementation of UNDRIP into Canadian law.  After a majority Liberal government assumed 
power in October 2015, in May 2016, Carolyn Bennett Indigenous Affairs Minister and Jody 
Wilson Raybould Attorney General announced at the UN that Canada was removing its objector 
status and would implement UNDRIP into Canadian law.  However, in July 2016, the same two 
attended the Assembly First Nations gathering in Niagara Falls and announced that 
implementing UNDRIP into Canadian law was not possible. 
In February 2017, Justin Trudeau announced a parliamentary committee to address the 
path for reconciliation in Canada.  In July 2017, Canada’s Department of Justice (2017) released 
its Principles Respecting the Government of Canada’s Relationship with Indigenous Peoples.  
On the surface, this appears to be a step forward, but after its release King & Pasternak, (2018) 
state: 
We find the foundational Principles respecting the Government of Canada’s 
relationship with Indigenous peoples emphasize the supremacy of the Canadian 
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constitutional framework and significantly constrain the possibilities for self-
determination to move beyond the current circumstances.  An analysis of the “Ten 
Principles” reveals that we can expect very little structural change in the existing 
relationship. If they form the basis for future negotiations, the Principles are a 
potential threat to Indigenous rights and title.  (p. 4) 
Most concerning of the Principles Respecting the Government of Canada’s Relationship with 
Indigenous Peoples (Minister of Justice, 2017) is principle six.  "The Government of Canada 
recognizes that meaningful engagement with Indigenous peoples aims to secure their free, prior, 
and informed consent when Canada proposes to take actions which impact them and their rights, 
including their lands, territories and resources” (p. 12).  The aims to secure is concerning, as this 
does not shift power in Crown-Indigenous relations.  The State's power over Indigenous Peoples 
is a fundamental issue.  Canada, as a Settler Colonial State, is continuing to utilize its power over 
Indigenous Peoples while disregarding the inherent rights of Indigenous Peoples that have 
existed on these lands for thousands of years.    
While these actions by the majority liberal government were playing out, a private 
member bill was introduced to the Canadian Parliament in April 2016 by Romeo Saganash.  
Saganash, who served as the Member of Parliament for the Quebec riding of Abitibi—Baie-
James—Nunavik—Eeyou from 2011 to 2019 ( he did not seek re-election in 2019), and former 
Indian Residential School student himself wanted to address the power over Indigenous Peoples 
and force Canada to deal with these issues.  Romeo Saganash introduced bill C-262, which was 
to propose that Canada fully adopt and implement UNDRIP, by aligning Canadian law with the 
principles in the UNDRIP.  Through much debate and effort by Indigenous and Allied scholars, 
activists, and parliamentarians, this bill navigated through three readings at parliament and 
passed two readings at Senate.  Unfortunately, due to the pending 2019 Federal election, the bill 
did not get a chance to pass as third reading to become law as the 42 Parliament dissolved in 
June 2019, and the bill died on the Senate floor. 
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 If bill C-262 did become law in Canada, many Indigenous and Allied legal scholars believed 
this would provide an opportunity to find a resolution to the multijurisdictional issues, and to 
settle the underlying Indigenous land title and sovereignty of Indigenous Peoples (Borrows & 
Coyle, 2017; Canada, 2018, Saganash & Joffe, 2010).  In particular, what many of these legal 
scholars believed is that bill C-262 would provide a pathway for a more just rule of law to be 
established, one that would eliminate the conflict of interest between the State's interest in 
development, and the States duty to Honour the Crown.  Bill C-262 by no means would have 
been a quick solution, as there would have been years of contested issues.  The new law would 
have provided opportunities to redress historical injustices and would have started a pathway 
forward to a fairer and more just Canada.    
Indigenous Law and Jurisdiction 
While attempting to advance Crown-Indigenous relations in Canada, it is critical to 
understand the Indigenous perspectives on their inherent rights, as well as what Indigenous Law 
is, what purpose these Laws serve, and its relevance to this complicated discourse. 
Indigenous Peoples believed that there is a way to live in perfect balance and harmony 
with the Universe.  These Laws mean there are roles, duties, and responsibilities that every 
member of the Indigenous community must follow to achieve this balance (Borrows, Chartrand, 
Fitzgerald & Schwartz, 2019).  The expectations for individuals living in a clan society is that 
they will fulfill their roles, duties, and responsibilities; this ensures that all members are 
contributing to the collective well-being of each other. 
  The cultural institutions varied amongst the diverse Nations of Indigenous peoples that 
lived in North America.  Each Indigenous Nation carries its own sets of Indigenous laws and 
philosophies, although similarities exist, each is distinct.  Each Indigenous Nation has a unique 
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way of knowing and being, based upon its cosmology; in fact, many Nations refer to these as 
their "original instructions" (Lyons, 2008).  Calling this a "worldview" does not seem to 
encapsulate this concept and awareness enough.  These core teachings are the belief that 
whatever created this Universe placed Indigenous peoples on their homelands, and provided 
them with instructions for how to live and exist in perfect balance and harmony with the 
Universe. 
 These foundational concepts are Indigenous Laws (Borrows, 2002).  These core beliefs 
frame entire Indigenous societal constructs.  These ontologies informed the mechanisms for how 
to live a sustainable and meaningful life of purpose for future generations.  The way an 
Indigenous Nation developed its governance, its ceremonies, its institutions for education, child 
welfare, trade, health care, economics including all cultural norms and practices were all 
informed and guided to meet the duty and responsibility of following Indigenous law.  
Understanding and becoming familiar with Indigenous Law allows one to appreciate Indigenous 
inherent rights to land, cultural practices, and spirituality. 
  Despite this diversity amongst North American Indigenous peoples, their cultures, their 
societies, their ceremonies, and their way of life centred on the relationships each Nation held 
with its surrounding homelands.  These similarities are fundamental teachings and based upon 
one's life journey to be a good human being.  This belief means that to be a good human being, 
one does not live a life based upon one's individual needs, but instead exists to protect the rights 
of the community and future generations.    
Crown-Indigenous relations have not been one of equal, shared power, and decision-
making (Alfred & Corntassel, 2005; Corntassel, 2012), however the need to redress these 
harmful relations is critical for the future of Canada.  The issue that faced Indigenous and Settler 
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society on this land for hundreds of years is still unresolved today, simply being, who has the 
right to decide what happens on the land.  Corntassel (2008, 2017), advanced consideration for 
sustainable self-determination, where Indigenous Peoples had rights and power in the decisions 
made on their lands based on their Indigenous Laws. 
Previous research on the self-determination of peoples tends to focus on 
political/legal recognition of this right while giving little consideration to the 
environment, community health/well-being, natural resources, sustainability, and 
the transmission of cultural practices to future generations as critical, interlocking 
features of an Indigenous self-determination process. (Corntassel, 2008 p. 116) 
For any movement forward to happen, we must deal with the underlying inherent rights 
of Indigenous Peoples.  We must navigate a discourse by paying attention to the needs, priorities, 
and expressions of Indigenous Peoples through their Indigenous Laws and their asserted 
jurisdiction of lands and resources. 
By not addressing the underlying inherent rights issues in Canada, we are keeping 
Indigenous Peoples in poverty and dependence (Manuel & Derrickson, 2015).  Manuel and 
Derrickson (2017) clarify this 
…as the biggest land theft in the history of mankind.  This massive land 
dispossession and resultant dependency is not only a humiliation and an instant 
impoverishment, it has devastated our social, political, economic, cultural, 
spiritual life.  We continue to pay for it every day in grinding poverty, broken 
social relations and too often in life-ending despair.  (p. 70) 
Answering and solving this issue goes far beyond the scope of this paper; however, as 
Indigenous and Settlers, there have been moments in history when we had a choice in the 
directions forward.  As recently as the Truth and Reconciliation Commission final report where 
they described Canadian law as “a tool for the dispossession and dismantling of Aboriginal 
societies” (TRC, 2015), we are seemingly stuck at an impasse.   
The goal of this paper is to present the learnings gained from Matawa community leaders 
in the hopes of informing those interested to learn, what it means for Indigenous Peoples to want 
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to live their Indigenous Natural Laws in the face of further resource development and land 
dispossession.  As Manuel and Derrickson (2017) state that "once you dispossess and make 
dependent a people you automatically create the yearning to be independent and free" (p. 74).  If 
we wish to see a peaceful coexistence and meaningful change to future Crown-Indigenous 




As a critical Indigenous scholar, I align with many Indigenous scholars (Absolon, 2011; 
Kovach, 2009; Smith, 2013; Wilson, 2008) that assert that when conducting Indigenous research, 
it is most beneficial to do research utilizing an Indigenous research methodology.  Therefore, I 
chose to use One Dish, One Spoon which is an adapted methodology from my master’s thesis 
Ogwehowehneha (Thomas, 2012), where I translated Haudenosaunee knowledge into Western 
concepts of ontology, epistemology, axiology, and research methods to form a Haudenosaunee 
research methodology.  While this current research was in an Indigenous context, it was not a 
Haudenosaunee community.  It is Anishnawbe, which means that I worked to understand and 
explore the phenomenon from an Anishnawbe perspective.  The use of this Indigenous research 
methodology ensures my commitment to advance Anishnawbe knowledge and reality.    
Although Indigenous Nations have similar ways of knowing and philosophies, they are 
diverse, each with their own cultural practices and beliefs.  In this context, there are similarities 
between the principles of Haudenosaunee laws of Gayenshragowa (Great Law of Peace) and 
Anishnawbe law of Mino-Bimaadiziwin (The Good Life), so in this manner, I accomplished my 
goal of advancing and utilizing Anishnawbe thought and philosophy.   
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To ensure I was utilizing an appropriate Indigenous cultural research method and 
methodology, I did not plan to engage with the Matawa leaders until having a well-established 
record of commitment and dedication to working with their Peoples.  The research team that has 
been working on a larger case study on issues with free, prior, and informed consent [FPIC] and 
the Ring of Fire.  Our team secured a formal research agreement with the Matawa Chiefs 
Council following a formal request for participation at the 2015 Matawa Annual General 
Meeting [AGM].  Even before attending the AGM, we began some informal discussions with 
Matawa First Nations Management for several months before making the formal request. 
By engaging with the Matawa communities since 2015, at both a local and regional level, 
demonstrated to Matawa Chiefs and communities that we made a commitment of reciprocity and 
relationality with them.  One of the obligations made was to assist with their internal community 
capacity by extending opportunities to interested Matawa members to attend training, 
workshops, and conferences to learn and share about the issues and experiences associated with 
FPIC and resource development. 
Research Methods 
 This research had several informal and four formal visits with Matawa leaders, as well as 
a systematic review of archival data at the Matawa First Nations Management office.  I reviewed 
conference reports from 2011, 2012, 2013 Matawa Annual Gatherings, a 2016 Matawa Elders 
Gathering, and from 2019 Standing Together gathering.  Visiting is an Indigenous research 
method from my masters, which closely aligns with a Western semi-structured interview.  It is 
more of a conversational experience where a discussion happens, rather than a formal interview.  
This method aligns more with an Indigenous relationship that would typically exist within 
Indigenous communities, as this is how knowledge would be shared and passed through 
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storytelling amongst community members. 
Informal visits held over the years of working together built a relationship with Matawa's 
leaders and kept them informed of our research activities.  On occasion, some Chiefs would 
attend events that we hosted, such as a two-day workshop on Free Prior and Informed Consent 
held at the Matawa First Nations Management office with special guest UN Special Rapporteur 
Victoria Tauli-Corpuz.  The research team included, my supervisor Dr. Terry Mitchell, Dr. Alex 
Latta from Laurier, Dr. Peggy Smith from Lakehead University, and a fellow Ph.D. student 
Courtney Arseneau, were occasionally called upon to write formal reports/briefs to offer input on 
arising situations with the leadership.  
I arranged four visits with Matawa Knowledge Holders [MKH] and used a very loose 
semi-structured guide to lead our discussions.  Each MKH I visited with agreed to have our 
formal visits recorded for transcription and analysis for this research.  To meet the university's 
ethical guidelines, informed consent was attained along with written and verbal consent for use 
in this publishing.  The following questions helped structure the visits: 
• As you reflect on your career as a (politician, an Indigenous leader/role model): 
a. What is/was the biggest challenge in terms of protecting Indigenous 
people’s inherent rights and jurisdiction over their lands? 
b. What do you consider the most significant advancement in the protection 
of Indigenous people’s inherent rights and jurisdiction, either during your 
time in leadership or otherwise? 
• Issues of jurisdiction and governance over national/provincial/regional areas is an 
incredible task; what would you say was the most successful strategy you or 
someone else has implemented to bring in many different voices and opinions into 
one? 
• Bill C-262 (aligning Canadian law with UNDRIP) had the potential to be an 
incredible opportunity for reconciliation of historical wrongs for Indigenous 
peoples in Canada, can you reflect on: 
a. What do you believe are the most critical priorities to begin this process of 
building a relationship with Canada? 
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b. In Canada, many Indigenous peoples face demands for on-going 
development; what do you believe are the most critical issues in terms of 
inherent rights and jurisdiction over lands and resources? 
c. As well as developing true partnerships that provide mutual 
social/economic benefits (Locally/regionally/nationally)? 
• Could you share with me the vision you have for your great-great-great-
grandchildren? 
 
Matawa Knowledge Holders 
Given our long-term established relationship with Matawa First Nations Management, 
and after reading archival materials, several of the Matawa leaders stood out as passionate, vocal 
leaders that expressed knowledge and awareness about the issues of Indigenous rights and 
protecting these inherent rights.  The four Matawa knowledge holders [MKH] chosen were a 
purposeful sample of current or long-time Matawa leaders, including three men and one woman.  
The MKH were current or former Band Council Chiefs of one of the Matawa member 
communities and were selected based upon their long-term experience as leaders in their 
respective communities.  As I wanted to ensure to get the perspective primarily from the fly-in 
communities, as those communities are facing the most critical impacts if/when the development 
proceeds.  Three MKH visits were from the "fly-in" communities and one a road access 
community.  Ideally, it would have been best to get the perspectives from all nine communities, 
but some were not interested in participating, and the reality is that many leaders are 
overburdened with the more critical realities of governing their communities.  
Chief Harvey L. A. Yesno.  Is the current Chief of Eabametoong First Nation.  He has 
returned to this role as he was previous Chief for numerous years in the 1990s.  He demonstrates 
an ability to navigate the First Nations, Canada and Ontario landscapes in positions such as 
Grand Chief of the Nishnawbe Aski Nation, Director of Aboriginal Stakeholder and Community 
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Relations of the Ontario Ring of Fire Secretariat, Government of Ontario, and President and 
CEO of the Nishnawbe Aski Development Fund. 
Chief Veronica Waboose.  Has a twenty-year career as Chief and Band Councillor of 
Long Lake #58 First Nation. 2019 will be her last year as she decided not to run for another 
campaign.  She grew up on a trap-line and spent most of her childhood in the bush.  She did 
spend a few years at Indian Residential School, and when she left school, she became a language 
teacher.  In recent years, she and her husband are dedicating their lives to teaching the youth in 
their community more about their traditions and their culture. 
Chief Johnny Yellowhead.  Has served as Chief of Nibinamik (Summer Beaver) as a 
passionate advocate for the youth in the community.  He is a proud Anishnawbe man that has 
been shaped by his family and his Elders to be a leader from a young age.  Chief Yellowhead 
continues to pay close attention to the Elders in his community.  In his leadership role, he has 
travelled and built connections throughout the world as he learns about Indigenous rights and 
governance. 
Former Chief Peter Moonias.  Has a long career as Chief and as Band Councillor of 
Neskantaga First Nation and the first Tribal Chair of Matawa First Nations Tribal Council.  He 
was raised on a trap-line and continues to honour his ancestors by following their Ancestral 
ways.  He takes pride and leadership in making sure that the generations to come are continuing 
to learn their traditions, their language, and being Anishnawbe. 
Analysis 
The audio recordings were initially listened to several times to take note of context, as 
well as the content.  This practice was to maintain the integrity of the "conversation" aspect of 
the Indigenous method of visiting.  While listening to the recordings, I was taking specific notes 
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to the Matawa Knowledge Holder's expressed priorities and any critical issues they identified 
regarding their current and historical relations with either the State or any proponents.  Wanting 
to ensure my relational accountability and integrity to each of the Matawa knowledge holders, I 
then transcribed each of the recordings and read them over to verify and confirm the themes used 
to conduct my analysis.  I then wrote a summary of each visit, that contained specific thoughts 
and priorities as I understood them.  From these notes and summaries, I developed general 
themes from within each recording.  Following this process, I listened to each recording again, 
but this time following a similar process to note any common themes across all four recordings 
collectively. 
Findings 
  Three major themes emerged from the four in-depth visits held with the MKH, and these 
are colonization, decolonization, and governance.  For each of these themes are broken down 
into sub-themes which are: the impacts of colonialism on a political and social level; 
decolonization through Anishnawbe (Natural) law on an individual and a collective level; and 
governance on an internal Matawa level based on their Indigenous inherent rights and 
governance, and on the external of transforming State relations.  Each knowledge holder spoke 
passionately about the challenges that Matawa members are dealing with about the social issues 
their communities are facing.  In the three years of attending the Matawa Annual General 
meetings, and various meetings in Thunder Bay, and along with reading archival documents, it 
has been clear that addiction and suicide are prevalent in the Matawa communities.  Also, many 
individuals in the communities are dependent on social assistance because of this addiction.  This 
statement is not to implicate or to stigmatize that these communities are somehow deficient or 
less able to care for themselves but to reflect the current conditions are the impacts of the 
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colonial relationship with Canada (Alfred & Corntassel, 2005).  This reality that many 
Indigenous communities across Canada endure, especially if they are isolated and remote.  By 
using a social determinants lens to the population health data of Indigenous peoples in Canada 
(King, Smith, & Gracey, 2009), the poor statistical portraits are a result of the limited access to 
health care, education, income, and the poor situational environmental health standards 
(substandard housing and potable water).  The more isolated a community is, the less likely they 
will have enough prevention services, the more infrastructure issues they have like inadequate 
housing and poor-quality water, the higher the likelihood of having health issues.  In addition to 
these environmental and infrastructure issues, the legacy of trauma at Indian Residential Schools, 
the higher rates of on-going transmission of trauma through the generations, are direct links to 
addiction and suicidal ideation (Leenaars, 2006; Barker, Goodman, & DeBeck, 2017; Wilk, 
Maltby, & Cooke, 2017). 
What is evident within the Matawa communities, is while they are experiencing the social 
issues resulting from colonization, they are addressing harsh political realities as well.  The 
political issue I reference is the historical relationship of dependence on the State.  Indigenous 
on-reserve First Nations have been dependent on the Federal Government to provide fiduciary 
responsibility through the Indian Act since 1876.  This means they are entirely dependent on the 
Federal or Provincial Government (depending on the jurisdiction) for funding of all 
infrastructure costs (housing, roads, water), social programs (social assistance, child welfare) and 
services (health care, education).  The amount of money that comes into a First Nation Reserve is 
dependent upon its geographic location and its population of members.  The purchasing power of 
those monies depends on the isolation factor.  This dependence unfairly makes on-reserve First 
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Nation Reserves vulnerable to the threat of losing funding anytime the leadership challenges the 
State's authority. 
The wealth and abundance of knowledge gained from these knowledge holders were 
overwhelming at times.  Given their unique life experiences of being raised for the early parts of 
their lives in pristine lands, living in full relationship with their Indigenous Natural Laws, and 
now trying to lead their communities into a stronger future was not lost on me.  The opportunity 
and critical importance to re-tell their stories are vital to a modern world that continues to exploit 
their lands from them.  It was for these reasons that I frame their lessons into the broad themes of 
colonization, decolonization through Anishnawbe (Natural) law, inherent rights, and governance, 
and transforming State relations.   
Colonization  
The colonization theme has two aspects to frame this discussion.  The first is a political 
meaning to reference the historical Crown-Indigenous relations, and the lived experiences each 
leader had as they witnessed events and circumstances of colonization as well as acts of 
resistance in their communities.  The second aspect of colonization is the social impacts 
associated with the traumagenic events colonization caused (Mitchell, Arseneau, & Thomas, 
2019).  Many of the circumstances resulting in the poor social conditions that the Matawa 
communities experience are the symptoms of colonial trauma, the root causes of these situations 
are the oppression experienced from the colonial relations with the State. 
Political.  Matawa communities have been resisting encroachment on their lands and 
rights for generations.  There were a few stories shared in the visits with the MKH's, but I want 
to discuss similar accounts from two separate communities that dealt with the encroachment of 
prospectors/developers on Indigenous lands.  The first is by CHY, where he shared a story of 
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resistance that he was involved in as a young leader.  He mentions that this was years ago as a 
young leader in the wintertime, a plane on the ice at the lake near their community.  The 
community had not received any prior notification, so they went out on their snow machines to 
check it out, and they found pilots and some workers beginning to unload a bunch of exploration 
equipment.  When the pilots and the workers would not share any information about who they 
were or what they were doing there, the group from Eabametoong told them to stop unloading 
their equipment, or they would go and get some saws and cut the skis on the plane into the ice.   
The unannounced 'visitors' packed up and left.  CHY recognizes that even though this was 
effective in getting them to go, he ended up receiving several angry phone calls from the Mayor 
of Pickle Lake (closest town) and the company as a result.  FCPM shares an almost identical 
story of having to confront a plane full of people landing in their community to do some 
exploration without any notification.  FCPM stated that this is frustrating because it is as if they 
have no rights at all and that they feel as though their thoughts do not matter. 
Another story CHY shared was a time when his brother was charged for trapping outside 
of his trapline.  This situation was a unique circumstance in that his brother had been living in 
the city of Thunder Bay and was given a trapline not far out of the city, but the terrain was not 
very good.  He discovered another area more promising to trap on the way to his registered 
trapline since this area was not being trapped and believing it was his Treaty and inherent right to 
harvest, and he decided to trap there instead.  He was caught and charged with trapping outside 
of his trapline.  CHY offered to support his brother in court and planned to bring an Elder from 
their community, and together they were willing to take the stance of using their inherent hunting 
and trapping rights, protected in Treaty 9.  On the day of the trial, they all reported to the court 
and were ready to fight this charge.  When the Crown Attorney and the presiding judge found out 
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they did not have a lawyer and were intending on pleading not guilty, they recessed to discuss 
the case, and in the end, the court withdrew all charges.  CHY said it was not funny at the time, 
but as we talked about it he thought it was funny because the Elder was ready to fight, he wanted 
his day in court, he wanted to have his voice heard, and was not satisfied by the process.  In the 
years since that occurred, CHY said he often thought about that and realized that many lawyers 
do not receive training on Indigenous laws and rights and are unwilling to challenge these cases 
for fear of losing or setting a precedent.  Lawyers carefully consider what battles are worth 
fighting. 
CVW also shared some powerful reflections about her experiences growing up and 
witnessing the destruction of her traditional lands and territory.  CVW is from Long Lake #58, 
and their community had the railway as well as the Trans-Canada Highway cut through their 
community.  In her reflection, she shared that she often wondered how her ancestors would have 
understood or accepted these agreements for the destruction of their lands.  She also shared that 
she heard growing up that all the community receive for this encroachment on their lands was a 
pound of tea (I was not able to verify this, so not sure it should be in here).  CVW was raised on 
the trapline in the North and only periodically went to the village, but while there, she would 
witness the development and all the trees going to the mill in the town of Longlac, and all of the 
lumber shipped by road and rail.  Even though the mill and the timber companies employed 
many Long Lake #58 community members, the Band Council did not receive any economic 
benefits for the severing of their lands and the clear-cutting of their forests.  This story is an 
example of the vulnerability of Matawa communities and the belief they surrendered their land 
rights.  Later in the section on Indigenous inherent rights and governance, I will discuss these 
issues more in-depth.  The unfortunate reality is this is a common narrative amongst the Matawa 
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communities as there is a history of not being consulted, nor economically benefitting across the 
region. 
There are some exciting aspects of these stories of resistance that CHY and FCPM shared 
with me, which made me think of my Haudenosaunee teachings about the "good mind."  Using a 
good mind is a philosophy of utilizing both reason and passion in your decision-making 
(Newhouse, 2008).  What specifically made me think of this was CHY was discussing his days 
as a young leader, as well as some of the young leaders he sees emerging today, he did, and they 
do, lead with a lot of passion.  He believes that in many circumstances, young Indigenous leaders 
are quick to protest and barricade roads, but with no plan to resolve the situation or conflict, they 
just react.  Perhaps it has been a result of his maturity or the wisdom from his lived experiences, 
but CHY realizes that this passion is a strength but can be a hindrance.  CHY understands now 
that it is important to do some research first to understand and build a strategy before acting.  
CHY's story is an example of a good mind; it is a mind that works for a peaceful resolution using 
both reason and passion.  This is also what CVW was referencing about the need to think before 
acting, to improve governance in her community. 
Social.  The current reality that Matawa member communities will need to address the 
social conditions if they wish to take advantage of the proposed developments in the future.  
Matawa leaders understand these issues are complex and will not be easy to resolve.  If 
community members are to take advantage of the emerging economy to acquire and hold a job in 
any of the skilled trades, or even to start a business, they will need the proper education and 
training to do so.  Matawa’s leadership recognizes that the treatment of addiction needs to be a 
top priority, for having an education or training will not help their members if they are physically 
unable to work.  There needs to be some long-term planning on improving access to these 
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services in their communities.  Not having a clear vision for the future prevents many from 
seeing and considering a more positive future as CVW states, “the truth is my community is not 
able to think about things like that because of the addictions that we have.”  Many of the social 
issues identified in the Matawa archival data are the suicides, the addiction, and the welfare 
dependence are the results of generations of oppression from colonization and Indian Residential 
school attendance. 
FCPM-We got to find the source of what causes these suicides and stuff like that, 
you know. We have to find that the roots, the root cause that's what they call it. 
Little do they realize that the mentality of colonization is the biggest root cause of 
any problem in the Anishnawbe Nation. 
 
 The MKH's realize that these generational impacts have interrupted the practice of their 
Indigenous laws, that generations of their members have lost a connection to their Indigeneity.  
CJY stated, “Today they’re getting lost…loss of identity, loss of belonging all that, that’s why all 
these things are happening for young people like suicide, drugs, alcohol.”  These leaders are also 
recognizing that helping their people regain and learn their Natural Laws will also help them deal 
with these social issues. 
FCPM-…the ways that we have our principles, the principles we, we deal with 
our land, and we also have started to try and revise our natural laws you know that 
we have in the community, through our Elders and all that. We have to learn all 
that, you know we lost it, you know through residential schools and all that. So, 
we have to go back to those natural laws that we have to understand our land 
issues and the principles of the land. 
 
CVW-…it’s because they don’t trust each other, they don’t want to share 
anymore. It’s the same thing with all our people.  We remember when we used to 
share, everybody brings that moose right in the middle of everybody, everyone 
goes with their pails and not anymore.  It goes in their freezer, and I don’t see no 
more sharing.  You know that in that cultural way is teaching them how to respect 
the Seven teachings.  
 
CJY-Every time when your hurt, you used to look at the sunsets, every time your 
hurt, you look at the sunset, and you put your hurt and your pain along with that 
she used to call, the grandfather. [Anishnawbe language] that’s what she used to 
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say. As the sun goes down, you put your feelings there, and it will take your hurts 
away, cause my little one you’re going to see a lot of pain and hurt [Anishnawbe 
language] where are you going to go? I just remember that, and each morning 
when you see grandfather coming up, you will be happy to just go with that 
feeling, don’t be sad. That’s the new beginning, that’s what she used to say, and I 
always try to remember that through the rough times and the good times. 
 
Coming to this understanding reveals the second theme of decolonization.  Although 
there are many theories of decolonization, and the process and pathway to achieve it are diverse.  
In this Matawa context, I will be share two aspects of decolonization, one is on an individual 
level, and the other the collective. However, both are in the context of Anishnawbe Natural Law. 
Decolonization Through Anishnawbe (Natural) Law 
Each of the MKH's recognizes the need for building community capacity, both on a 
personal level and a collective Nationhood level.  The situations and circumstances in the ROF 
are so complex and multi-layered, which requires a comprehensive analysis of the multiple 
pieces of the colonial systems at work.  What is clear from Matawa leadership is they view 
development as a pathway out of their current colonial situation.  Within each visit, the MKH's 
expressed a need to deal with the social issues their members are dealing with.  Each MKH vary 
in their appreciation for its priority but agree that having the ability to protect their community's 
future is dependent upon their member's ability to know their Anishnawbe identity.  Being able 
to practice their culture, restore their Natural laws, preserve their languages will provide the 
strength to deal with the root causes of the harms of colonization they are collectively dealing 
with, this is individual decolonization. 
Individual Level.  The MKH's made clear their powerful sense of identity and how it 
plays a significant role in their leadership practices.  Each MKH expressed this differently but 
shared their appreciation for what their Elders taught them over their lifetime.  Some lead and 
make decisions informed from Anishnawbe traditional practices, while others try to balance 
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between Anishnawbe traditions and the Westernized world.  The MKH recognizes their 
Ancestor's traditions are their Natural laws, and these inform their Peoples with how to live a life 
in balance, the best way to live, to respect the land, the water, and the animals.  They recognize if 
they wish to improve the quality of life for their members, they need to restore the basics of 
Indigeneity, an individual decolonization strategy.  Using education of their ancestral customs 
are now consider a tool to re-learn how to be Anishnawbe. 
CJY-I used to hear stories from our past leaders and Elders as teaching, how to 
preserve the land and try to protect the land as much as you can even the river 
system, even the animals that we harvest…Cause as that Elder said we have a 
purpose in this world, in this land is to protect the land the environment 
[Anishnawbe language] you know the air, the river and what I hear from the 
Elders about the water, it’s the most sacred thing!  One Elder talked about when 
we come to this world; we live in the water for nine months.  That’s what that 
Elderly lady said that to me one time; we need to protect that riverway. Where the 
fishes live, all the fish all the habitat that are there because they give us life gives 
us strength gives us good health… 
 
FCPM-Education, I guess, is one of them. Educating our people to understand the 
laws to understand the history of themselves, to understand where they come 
from, their identity. The Anishnawbe people are the land itself; they're connected. 
That's where we need to go, and we need to, to recognize that.  
CVW-we all had gifts; each one of us has gifts.  Gifts that the Creator gave you, 
and we have to use them; we have to use them there's no if we all keep our gifts 
with have you know I everybody would use their gifts we'd have a rich 
community.  
 
CHY-they talk about God creating the land and that we are stewards, and as long 
as we look after it, it'll look after us. 
 
Each MKH recognizes a vital part of their lifeways is how they received their guidance 
from their Elders.  This guidance happened by being on the land, listening to Elders, paying 
attention to the teachings, learning from the prophecies and the stories.  They all recognize that 
these Anishnawbe lifeways are fading with the impacts of colonization, and they believe that re-
learning these lifeways will be a key for them to being self-determining and to a healthier well-
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being.   Anishnawbe lifeway will assist in their day to day living as individuals, and in their 
decisions about their collective governance as a Nation as well. 
 CJY-We have to learn our ways, our natural laws and how we are affiliated with 
the lands…there is a lot of energy, the spirit of the water, those are the things that 
we need to be acknowledged.  That’s what my great, great grandma said, you 
know when you come down here [earth] you have a purpose, we need to fulfill 
that purpose. 
 
FCPM-That’s what we have to make our people understand, you know the land is 
theirs, you know, and they've come to believe the sacredness of the land is so 
important for them. That if you lose it, they've got none left.  That’s how a lot of 
people behave right now in this country.  That they cannot let their land go, and 
they start to say I love my land.  That’s the important thing, and what we need to 
do to educate our people is the laws that are implemented by Ontario like the 
Public Lands Act, for instance.  We have to educate our people that those are 
foreign laws, you know the public lands act, it does not apply to you. 
 
CHY-okay the downside with that my experience in probably 30 plus years, 40 
years is not too many of us are writing, putting pen-to-paper, our natural laws. We 
talk about them, but nobody wants, very few have tried it, this is what this law 
means, you know and that one, and so on. 
 
CVW-...my Council had put together an economic development officer, and they 
put together a consultation and accommodation plan.  They made that and said 
from now if you want to come to our territory, you have to go by this.  That's 
when we started to realize that we had a say in the community. 
 
Collective Level.  In the years that I have been attending meetings, from the individual 
visits with the MKH, and archival data, I would confidently state that the Matawa collectively 
believe their most critical priority is to protect their lands from further harm.  Their members 
know this is their responsibility for future generations, so they have the opportunity to live life as 
an Anishnawbe.  In my visits with the MKH, they realize that the Matawa communities have 
been in an unfair, unjust relationship with Canada.  This relationship is not one of Treaty 
partners, of equals, of Nation to Nation, but is a relationship that undermines Matawa 
Nationhood's authority and their “God-given inherent rights.”  In the minds of MKH, this must 
stop and will require an adjustment to their Matawa's collective colonial mindset.  This collective 
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decolonizing will create a sense of Nation-building with each Matawa member community, 
which will strengthen the Matawa collective Nations.  The MKH understand this will build 
community capacity at the grass-roots level with individuals, and with leadership.  The MKH 
recognizes that the development of future leaders will take time and must occur at both a local 
community level and a regional level.  The MKH recognizes that this decolonization will not 
come through a Western education but will become a reality for their members by re-learning 
what it means to be Anishnawbe.  The MKH believes that having their Anishnawbe identity 
restored will help their members deal more strongly with social issues. At the same time, 
decolonizing will build their strengths to fulfilling their natural laws, which will, in turn, will 
enhance their ability to envision a healthier, more powerful future. In this future, they can be 
genuinely self-determining and self-governing. 
CVW-why I took up being a Chief it was because I wanted my people to not 
depend on anything and not depend on anybody, because of my ancestors way 
back when-- they did things themselves, they governed themselves, they did 
everything themselves. 
  
CJY-Even education, they had that, that's how they formed governments a long 
time ago, teaching, you know I remember it clearly.  Then she [Elder] talked 
about it when we travel here from the spirit world she said, we're told it's going to 
be nice down there and here is your bundle, we come here with the bundle, but 
somewhere down the line, we lost our bundle.  She mentioned, too, when we're 
ready, and we have a purpose in this world; it’s for you to know my little one. 
That what she told us, it’s for you to know.   
 
FCPM-The jurisdiction we had before European contact, we need to know that we 
need to go back in history because we're the only ones that have history the 
Anishnawbe, you know the Native people. You know here in Canada, we're the 
only ones that have history, goes back to time immemorial. That's how I think. 
 
FCPM-Well I would tell them, uh that um personally I feel they have to 
understand that their Anishnabe, ok Individuals that are different from Mr. Ford 
ok, Mr. Ford. They are different, Anishnawbe people they have jurisdiction on the 
land, their inherent right to jurisdiction. That’s the power that you have to govern 
yourself, to do so do whatever you need to do to decide to take control of your 
land, to come contact with the Government to say yes or no to anything that they 
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want from your land. That’s what I think is what we need our people to 
understand, their identity as Native people, their connection to the land. I always 
come back to the connection to the land and the language that they have. Those 
are very, very important to being a Native person. 
 
While the sentiments of re-learning the Anishnawbe culture to improve their health and 
well-being sounds simple, CHY understands that knowing Anishnawbe culture is essential, but 
in his experience, there has to be a shift in the unequal power in the current relationship between 
the Crown and Matawa First Nations.  CHY believes the Matawa communities are too dependent 
upon the Federal Government for funding, and this makes them vulnerable to the Crown's 
pressure for development.  The only way to achieve autonomy and self-determination in Western 
capitalistic society is by gaining economic power.  He believes if his community can build a 
strong and thriving economy, they will have the ability to resist the pressure from the Crown.  A 
stronger economy will then enable them to have the power to exercise and assert their inherent 
rights. 
The MKH understands that these efforts of restoring their identity will help Matawa gain 
a sense of personal power over their lives, but to ensure this happens on a collective level, 
building governance will have to happen.  The Matawa communities will need to increase their 
collective sense of power to then work toward shifting power in the relationship with the Crown.   
Governance 
MKH and the Matawa communities have come to understand that for them to effectively 
take advantage of this current economic opportunity, they must be able to stay healthy as a 
collective.  To accomplish this, they recognize a certain level of internal community governance 
must happen to build a commitment and trust amongst the nine Matawa member communities.  
MKH also knows this development will assist their efforts to take an informed and empowered 
decision-making stance with the Crown authorities in the negotiation of the ROF. 
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Indigenous Inherent Rights and Governance.  MKH, Matawa Elders, and Matawa 
members all believe in the existence of their God-given inherent rights to exist on the lands that 
their ancestors did.  Protecting their lands is paramount for Matawa and needs to be its 
foundation no matter which direction they proceed.  The Matawa leadership believes they have 
sovereignty but accept the will of their Ancestors that signed Treaty 9, which agrees to share 
their lands.  Matawa leadership is willing to honour its Treaty relationship with the Crown, but 
MKH asserts that Canada misunderstands this Treaty.  Since MKH believes their Ancestors did 
not wholly surrender the Title of these lands but only agreed to share, they understand this Treaty 
is an agreement, and their communities must honour their Treaty agreement.  For Matawa, this 
will occur by living up to their duties, responsibilities, and obligations, as promised by their 
Ancestors.  In their understanding, this was sharing in a Nation to Nation treaty, Matawa 
communities are willing to move forward on this proposed project if they move forward as full 
treaty partners that share in the benefits.  Formal recognition of their rights must acknowledge 
Matawa's sovereignty, inherent rights, and Natural Laws to honour and protect the land for their 
future generations. 
FCPM-So, in the issue of Crown land, I don't believe that we gave up our land to 
the Government.  I don't believe that we even surrendered any of the lands, we 
agreed to share.  I also don't believe that we are not a conquered Nation of people.  
We were never conquered; we are still a Nation.  That's why I believe Crown 
Land doesn't exist in my mind. 
 
CVW-Our highway, the Trans-Canada Highway, goes through our reserve, and 
all we did was watch, and they said for that railway that the piece of land that they 
had, all the people got was the pound of tea. That's all that was paid to them, and 
that was way back, and I used to think how our people didn't speak English, how 
did they ever meet with them [Government] to say you know to sign this.  They 
didn't, there was nothing there and in all they didn't know what they were saying 
and any, but our people agreed to share, and that's it, and that's why they let them 
in.  They welcomed them, and they let them live and what happened was it didn't 
matter if we were living right there, it didn't matter because they got all the 
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money, the companies that came, they got all the money they cut down all the 
trees.  
 
CJY-First they mention we need to create a strategy and to look at the alternatives 
how we could create that wealth, you know to capitalize on each development 
that's coming to our territory. Cause otherwise, we don't have this plan, you know 
where our future generations to have better benefits from these developments.  
They talk about the trees, and even they try to identify the particular use of trees.  
Some trees carry a lot of medicine, and some trees create crafts like snowshoe 
making, or wooden spoons or whatever…We talked about how there's going to be 
a lot of development in the future, and the Elders just mostly talked about you 
know how we should protect and preserve the land and create the benefits from 
our lands.  We need to protect our lands, and we need to come up with the 
strategy for we could start utilizing our trees and animals…You know he says if 
we stake the land then out of that land, then you start to identify trees you know 
what trees are used for to make snowshoes than you cost those trees out. That will 
give you the value of those trees that you stake…There's a medicine you know 
there are other sorts of things that we could utilize the value; that's how it 
becomes millions and millions of dollars.  Then he talked about moose what do 
you make out of the moose, then I thought about the moose hide, what do you 
make from the moose hide, you make moccasins, you make mitts, then you value 
those.   Then try to identify how many moose in your area, and then that's the 
value, then you cost that out for in the next 20 years. Otherwise, if mining comes 
and the Government or are you know mining industry or any other proponents 
that coms to our land and doesn't come and consult you or you know how they are 
going to do the project or the specific project then they don't tell you how it’s 
going to work then they are not consulting.   You need to be involved in that 
discussion; that's what he said, and you need to give consent.  Because Elders 
talked about a long time ago, this is our land, and this is our rights to the land, it’s 
our God-given right to be here cause nobody was here before all these laws, their 
laws.  But we have our natural laws...  
 
This previous quote impressed me from Chief Yellowhead as he and his Elder's years ago 
conceived a plan to protect their lands and to use a valuation standard that they derived based on 
their land-use practices, but calculated as a Western economic model. 
In this last quote, I will need to explain some to do it some justice.  In my initial visit with 
Chief Yesno, to discuss our plans for our formal visit the following day, we started having 
several conversations in what ended up being over two hours of stories about the research and 
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our communities and work we have done.  Chief Harvey began explaining a metaphor that he 
uses to describe current relations and how they have not changed see Figure 7. 
CHY-think about this next time you're at the Fort Williams, and it's a fine place to 
be in, you know I mean it's a model what existed you know 200 years ago.  I'm 
telling you to know that's the way we are today.  I said you know we're still on the 
outside, you know we recognize we're still on the outside when the real deal is 
inside. That Fortress you know, that protected area yet and now that's done is laws 








He was describing the layout of the old trading Fort and how Indigenous Peoples were 
only allowed to meet at the buildings outside the Fortress.  Indigenous People were not allowed 
in the main Fort, to benefit from its protection.  In his opinion, this relationship still exists; 
Indigenous Peoples continue to not benefit economically and remain marginalized from the 
Fortress of Canada.  
The reality in this case study is this is indeed an exemplary example for improving 
Crown-Indigenous relations.  Canada is in a conflict of interest because of the sheer size of this 
proposed generational development being such a critical influx for the Canadian economy as the 
estimated value of the chromite mine alone is 65 billion dollars.  When you also factor into the 
investment of building an all-weather road or rail to gain access to the proposed mining site, the 
businesses and services created to supply these projects, the economic development opportunity 
Figure 7. Picture Old Fort William.  This image is here to assist in explain CHY’s 
metaphor. (Encylopedia FCHNA, 2020) 
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jumps to an excess of 200 billion dollars.  There is significant pressure to see this project proceed 
as this will be several generations of development.  However, one MKH recognizes that there are 
more significant issues with all these than just the economic argument. 
FCPM-I always compare, the life of 400 people, 400 children, is more important 
to me than 1,200 Jobs. They want to start in the mineral development, any 
development it's always jobs, jobs, jobs, that's all that they are thinking. Our First 
Nation people, our leaders also think like that, and that's why I said at the start 
that we have to educate them into thinking that reality is something, something 
else yet they're talking about these issues, social issues.  
 
 MKH recognizes that they are facing a tremendous shift in their lives from how they have been 
existing.  In fact, as CJY mentions, their Ancestors had prophesized this change and was 
cautioned to prepare for the development in the valuation of their lands mentioned earlier but 
also of the hardship that will come if they fail.   
CJY-Even my uncle talked about trees they give life now, and I didn't know what 
he meant cause I was young at the time. I guess it brings good air, good quality 
air…as that Elder mentioned about seeing trees on fire cause we didn't do our job. 
That’s what he said; if that happens, we failed. Cause we didn't protect the land, 
what our purpose is on this earth, that’s why we were sent here.  
 
 MKH knows this will not be an easy road, and I think there have been challenges 
amongst them.  They recognize that because of reliance on Federal funding, they are under 
pressure from both Crown authorities to achieve a negotiated deal. Still, further, Matawa 
leadership is also under pressure from their community members to solve all of these complex 
issues.  One thing MKH recognizes is that this requires a transformative change in how the 
Government views its relationship with Matawa. 
Transforming State Relations.  Moving forward in the ROF requires a paradigmatic 
shift in the relationship between the Crown and the Matawa First Nations.  This shift will require 
Governments and potential proponents to stop insulting the Matawa communities by placating 
community leaders with low-level bureaucrats.  Governments must fully engage in legitimate 
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consultation and consent seeking processes by not recognizing Matawa in a Nation to Nation 
(Federal) or a Government to Government (Provincial) relationship.  When these levels of 
Government send low-level public service workers/industry representatives instead of Presidents 
or Chief Executive Officers, it insults Matawa's Nationhood and its underlying rights and 
jurisdiction.  By not engaging early and often, shows no recognition for Matawa's inherent rights.  
Matawa leaders and individual members are not a conquered people, which the Supreme Court 
of Canada confirms that Indigenous Peoples were not conquered but were slowly, and 
systematically legislated into a powerless position relative to government policy and practice 
(Reynolds, 2018).  
CHY and CJY are more active on a national and international scale and have a more 
critical perspective of what this shift in the relationship will involve.  CHY questions the realistic 
assertions of sovereignty and the First Nations' ability to defend their homelands as a sovereign 
Nation. Under international law, he reflects, full sovereignty would require First Nations to have 
an army to protect their borders, would require them to maintain their own currency, these efforts 
will involve greater thinking, planning and strategy than just making assertions of Indigenous 
sovereignty. 
CHY further questions if Indigenous People consider themselves to be sovereign, why do 
they accept Canada's constitutional construct and its power through the current legislation and 
the Canadian judicial system.  CHY states if we accept this constitutional construct, then 
Indigenous Peoples cannot assert sovereignty, and Indigenous Peoples must accept the Crown as 
the authority and work with the Crown to secure the best deal possible.  CHY asserts that 
Indigenous Peoples need to be actively learning business, law, economics, and to take control 
over their lands by becoming the proponents and developers, by actively gaining power in a 
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capitalistic world, which is economic power.  CHY's opinion is that this will pave the pathway 
forward to autonomy and self-determination. 
For CJY, he simply questions Canada's willingness to learn and accept the inherent rights 
of Indigenous Peoples.  CJY is not confident that Canada is willing to learn about or from 
Indigenous Peoples; he believes that the Government's thinking that nothing was here before the 
Settlers arrived.  CJY shared his experiences with Canadian government officials and on his 
international trips.  He came to understand that the entire system of controlling Indigenous 
Peoples fails them.  This system will continue to fail until a shift occurs in this relationship with 
the Government. 
These shifting relations were expressed by how FCPM discusses how he understands the 
intentions of the Treaty relationship, 
FCPM-when you understand Treaty, the word Treaty ok...Treaty is between two 
Nations, not two individuals; not a government and an individual; it’s Nation to 
Nation, that's how I understood it.   
 
CVW believes in her community's ability to self-govern if the Government would 
just get out of the way. 
CVW-I would tell them to give us resources so that we could look after our 
people so we could govern ourselves.  We don't want to depend on your money 
anymore, and we don't want it.  If we could live without it, we would live without 
it.  But we have people that if we have the people under us, we can't just say no 
more, no more money than can't say that until we have the resources from our 
territory until we're able to look after our people and they, in turn, be responsible 
and take care of their self. 
   
Transformative change is the goal, but this will take some considerable effort on the parts 
of everyone involved.  Shifting the power between Crown-Indigenous relations is necessary for 
each side to both benefit and honour the Treaty relations and Indigenous Law that were part of 
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the initial agreements to share in the benefits of the lands.  As a summary to these broad themes 
and learnings from the MKH, I show the general themes in Table 5. 
Table 5 
 
Summary of Findings from Matawa Knowledge Holders 
Themes Findings 
Colonization • MKH witnessed the impacts of Indian Residential Schools and 
continue to witness the impact across the generations 
• Know full well the social conditions: the violence, the addictions, 
and the suicide 
• Know their communities are not ready to take advantage of the 
ROF 
Decolonization • MKH believe their communities must heal, and believe this will 
come from relearning their Anishnawbe Natural Law 
• Their members need to relearn to have a relationship with the land 
• They need to protect these ways for future generations 
Governance • MKH know they need to build trust amongst their own 
communities and across the region 
• They know to build their strength and ability to challenge Canada 




The findings from visiting with MKH and learning from Matawa members indicate their 
highest priority is to restore their governance and power as a Nation in the hopes of living and 
enjoying life as their ancestors did.  The MKH envision their future generations living healthy 
lives, and that will take advantage of emerging opportunities, and their Ancestral ways will once 
again flourish.  At present, the MKH feel their communities are unable to fully achieve this 
reality as their community members are dealing with the social impacts of colonial trauma.  To 
make this vision a reality, the MKH believes that a community transformation process at both an 
individual and a collective level is necessary.   
   The logic that informs this strategy comes from the MKH beliefs that if their members 
relearn their Indigenous Natural Laws, a decolonizing process will happen.  In the minds of the 
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MKH, this builds strength, vision, and determination that, in turn, aids their members to 
experience personal decolonization of their minds.  The decolonization of their minds will create 
a sense of empowerment to live their Anishnawbe laws and become productive citizens.  This 
improvement in personal health and well-being will strengthen individuals and may influence 
their families, which will in turn may influence a stronger community collective.  This 
strengthening and following Anishnawbe Natural Law may begin to dismantle the incursion of 
colonial policies that created inequities and discriminatory behaviours.  Colonization has 
significantly impacted Indigenous individuals and how those individuals exist within their 
families, and their collective communities.  Not only are there community roles to fill and take 
leadership in but for Indigenous families, each member of the immediate and extended family 
had specific roles to fill as parents, aunties, uncles, and grandparents.  All of these losses in the 
network of collective care as a society on relational well-being has been devastating, and makes 
the colonial trauma compounded across the generations (Mitchell, Arseneau, & Thomas, 2019). 
The very network of support that created relational well-being for Indigenous 
collectivities are based on Anishnawbe Natural Laws and these became a target for systematic 
dismantling through “Indian social policies” of Indian Residential Schools, the sixties scoop, the 
banning of ceremonies, of traditional forms of government, and introducing discrimination 
between genders through Western patriarchy.  Therefore, a decolonizing process must include 
critical, conscious, and intentional efforts to circumvent the insidiousness and deliberate 
intentions of colonization.  The rebuilding of collectivities, of families must be accomplished to 
disrupt colonial trauma. 
Once on a stronger, healthier path, members may look to build their marketable skills and 
trades training to prepare for the economic opportunities with the proposed developments.  The 
DECOLONIZING THE ROF  
 
168 
MKH also understands that a decolonization process needs to happen in a collective level to 
assist in the ability of their communities to be self-determining.  This decolonizing process will 
involve a focus on Nationhood building and understanding all aspects of governance, meaning 
the internal community governance issues, the collective regional governance issues, and the 
governance issues with the Crown.  The ultimate vision by Matawa members, Elders, and the 
MKH that I visited with is having the opportunity of living Mino-Bimaadiziwin (living a good 
life-following their Natural Laws).  Each pathway, as shown in Figure 8, will allow Matawa 
members to achieve their vision.  Through the years of learning, attending meetings, and visiting 
with the MKH, there are strong indications that Matawa is on well on their way to achieving this 
reality, I will now discuss these steps in more detail. 
 
Figure 8.  Decolonizing Strategy.  This figure demonstrated the activities and flow of a strategy 
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 While there is consensus amongst MKH on the need to grow and build the economic  
opportunities for the region, the pathway forward is diverse to encapsulate the diversity of 
urgency amongst the nine separate Matawa communities.  These regional issues are a challenge 
to address due to the need for a collective governance structure that serves a vast geographic 
region with diverse needs, priorities, and demands based on having all-weather road access or a 
“fly-in” community.  The issues and finer elements of this strategic plan are complex, which I 
think is the primary reason that has caused delays in securing an action plan.  A clear and 
common strategic plan is necessary to create “buy-in” from across the region, and one that will 
address as many of the diverse priorities as possible. 
MKH agrees that the place to start is with community capacity building.  Leadership 
witnessed the legacy of colonial trauma on their members and understand this is the root cause of 
many of the social issues in their communities.  Matawa leaders realize the best strategy is to 
implement a decolonization process.  In the archival documents, and from the visits held with 
these MKH, I learned they believe the best intervention is to lessen the social impacts of 
colonization.  They believe the best way to accomplish this and improve their community 
member's well-being is to provide the opportunity for their members to relearn what it means to 
be Anishnawbe.  To learn how their ancestors lived, to experience being on the land, to build 
relationships with each other and for their families to re-learn their Indigenous Natural Laws.  
Learning Anishnawbe Natural Laws will pave the way for understanding their traditional roles, 
duties, and responsibilities.  This means dismantling and disrupting the colonial policies that 
created discrimination and inequities in gender relations established by introducing Western 
patriarchy on Indigenous societies.  Indigenous communities must take active roles in addressing 
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the vulnerabilities of Indigenous women and girls that have been identified in the National 
Inquiry of Missing and Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls Final Report (2019).   
MKH believes that relearning Anishnawbe Natural Law and living it, will provide their 
members with pride and a sense of their identities.  This thinking is in alignment with current 
Indigenous scholarship on decolonization (Laenui, 2000; LaVallie, 2019) and liberation theory 
(Duran, 2019; Duran, Firehammer, & Gonzalez, 2008).  What these theorists state is that 
Indigenous Peoples that maintain, have, or re-learn aspects of their Indigenous identity, whether 
it be language, ceremony, traditional practices experience the culture as protective factors against 
the social issues mentioned by the MKHs.  Furthermore, Indigenous Peoples that have their 
cultural identities intact are in a higher likelihood not only to be a protective factor but a 
motivating factor to actively work toward healthier futures for themselves and their collective 
Nations (Thomas, Mitchell, & Arseneau, 2016). 
As mentioned above, this process is already underway but not as an agreed-upon strategy 
across the region.  It appears many of the Matawa communities have naturally come to this 
realization and began taking their youth and families back on the land.  I had the opportunity to 
spend a few days at a youth retreat for the Nibinamik (Summer Beaver) families in July 2019.  
This year's retreat was their twentieth year taking their community youth and their families away 
from the main village to rough camp at a historic site they call the “Breathing Grounds.”  Each 
year they take youth on the water and show them how to safely manage the waters, teaching 
them how to fish, how to net, taking them out into the bush and how to safely harvest trees for 
shelter, fire, and crafts.  In addition to this retreat, Chief Veronica shared that she and her 
husband take youth on the land for fasting and providing ceremonies for them for over ten years.  
In addition to these communities, at the 2019 Matawa Annual General Meeting, community 
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members from Marten Falls and Neskantaga was seeking support for a canoeing camp to run 
them between the two communities the following summer. 
Similarly, while the individual decolonizing process is taking place, a means to develop a 
stronger sense of Nationhood can be achieved by a collective process.  This strategy includes a 
multi-level decolonizing process, one process that would be for each of the separate Matawa 
communities to work on a local process, and the second would be a regional process.  This 
strategy involves re-learning Anishnawbe thought and philosophy, but with a specific focus on 
governance and Nation-building.  This requires visioning for restoring their families, their 
collectivities, and developing an agreed-upon direction for each of the nine communities, as well 
as the collective Matawa Nation.  Finally, a third process necessary for this decolonizing strategy 
to be complete is to work on transforming Matawa's relationship with the Crown. 
The internal collective decolonization process has had several starts and stops, but though 
the years of trying to come to one mind on a strategy resulted in a break down in trust.  The 
internal community capacity around governance means that while each Matawa member 
community maintains its autonomy over its local affairs, they must construct a consistent and 
transparent framework to work together as a regional governance system.  What is currently 
happening is some communities are developing their consultation protocols and are actively 
engaging proponents at a local level.  Rather than raising consultation protocols and development 
decisions to a regional governance level, each community ends up with a smaller-scale 
development deal that may only affect their local traditional lands.  As a result, mistrust exists 
amongst the collective member communities.  This “divide and conquer” technique is an 
unfortunate tactic is witnessed across the Americas, where States and proponents will 
purposefully break down collectives to advance the State's development agenda (Mitchell, 
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Arseneau, Thomas, & Smith, 2019).  To assist with the collective decolonizing process and to re-
establish trust amongst the nine communities, a conference called Maamowgaabawin (Standing 
Together) Gathering held in May 2019.  At the time of this document being written, official 
analysis of the gathering was not available; however, early indications demonstrated a renewed 
invigoration and commitment to establish a governance model informed and guided by their 
Anishnawbe Natural laws.  The May 2019 gathering produced a draft model of regional and 
local governance for the Matawa member communities but is not publicly available at this time. 
The next stage of the collective decolonizing process would be to strengthen and put forth 
an effort to transform relations with the Crown.  Unfortunately for Matawa, they are in a similar 
position to all First Nations in Canada, as explained in the literature review.  Canada, as the 
Crown authority wields fiduciary power for on-reserve First Nations in Canada, which means 
that they have control over budgets for each First Nation Reserve in Canada.  At present, Matawa 
communities often experience vulnerability and powerlessness in their relationship to the State 
due to the State's chronic underfunding. 
The MKH I visited with is under pressure to ensure a stable future for their respective 
communities, inclusive of social, cultural, and economic sustainability.  Some leaders believe 
that the financial gains from resource development will introduce additional source revenue to 
make up for the chronic underfunding by the State.  In contrast, others feel that their priority is to 
ensure the protection of the lands and resources for their future generations.  CHY believes that 
to fight the dependence on the State will take power and money to resist and fight for their rights, 
so Matawa needs to build an economy first.   CHY does not want to simply create workers for 
these industry actors, he envisions being the business holders.  Having full control over the lands 
and resources and receiving full economic benefit and revenue sharing from any development.  
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Further, CJY believes that the current systems designed to govern First Nations in Canada fail 
Indigenous, and the entire system needs a transformation.  CJY believes without a meaningful 
change in the relationship with the Crown and their systems of power “over” Indigenous 
Peoples, nothing will improve.  
The more critical governance question with the collective decolonizing process will be 
the external efforts to transform relations with the Crown.  Matawa’s Indigeneity is key to their 
power, strength, and resistance to challenge Canada and the power they wield over Matawa.  If 
Matawa is to challenge the current relationship with Canada, to be a true partnership in Treaty, as 
a Nation, they must have a strong political will to resist the efforts of Canada's current strategy, 
which is terminating Indigenous sovereignty through modern final treaty agreements. 
One thing for sure is that this transformation of Crown-Indigenous relations will not be 
easy and will require additional research, as there is no 'one size fits all' for Canada.  Every 
Indigenous Nation in Canada deserves to have a voice in determining their direction forward.  
For some Indigenous Nations, the course is development with meaningful revenue sharing, and 
for others no development at any cost.  In the proposed ROF mining project, Matawa needs to 
have an equal voice at the tables where the decisions occur.  This change will require the State to 
shift their thinking from having power “over” Indigenous Peoples to recognizing Indigenous 
Peoples' inherent rights as Nations. 
Improving Crown-Indigenous relations is not dependent upon Indigenous Peoples to 
settle their internal issues, but for the Federal and Provincial governments to reconcile their 
jurisdictional matters.  A clear and transparent process needs development while continuing to 
fulfill the Crown's constitutional obligations of honouring Indigenous Peoples' inherent and 
Treaty rights.  CHY expresses the notion that many Indigenous Peoples are visionary with their 
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relationships with Canada.  CHY feels that Indigenous Peoples need to accept the fact that 
Canada will not change, so actions must happen to take control of their lands and resources.  In 
his experience as the Regional Chief of Nishnabe Aski Nation, and working for the Province of 
Ontario, he witnessed the Crown-Indigenous relations up close.  He believes Indigenous Peoples 
need to take the necessary actions to lead this change for themselves.  He recognizes that 
Matawa communities may not have the full capacity to do this now, but they can start to build 
partnerships to make this vision a reality.   
Through the years of being involved in this community research project, during our early 
engagement with Matawa management staff and community members in 2014, we sensed that 
communities believed that they had little power in the consultation process.  Our research team's 
initial impression was that everyone involved felt powerless and that the Government and the 
proponent were making the decisions.  Now, this indeed may have been the feelings about this 
case because Cliffs [the original mining rights holder], had just withdrawn its support of the 
Eagle's Nest Claim.  Noront quickly secured the mineral rights from Cliffs, and now holds the 
majority rights to the Eagle's Nest Claim.  Many felt uneasy about the future of this project, and 
any potential mining in the entire region.  For these reasons, an atmosphere of powerlessness was 
present in communities that appeared to believe that if they did not follow and listen to the 
Government and interested parties that all economic opportunity would be lost.  These 
sentiments have indeed shifted for at the 2019 Matawa Annual General Meeting, it was 
commonplace to hear leadership discuss the power of their inherent rights, and that they have a 
voice and a right to determine what happens on their lands.  As they are in support of the 
development happening, they also are declaring that this will only occur if there is a sharing of 
the economic benefit, and an equal voice at the table concerning the environmental decisions.  
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This shift in the relationship with the State requires recognition of Matawa's inherent rights on 
these Treaty lands.  
  The findings show that Matawa understands their need to implement a decolonizing 
strategy and that a few communities have begun activities to accomplish this goal.  Though these 
activities that have been happening for a while, it would be an opportunity to implement some 
evaluation research in these communities to try and measure the impacts these activities are 
having in their respective communities.  This evaluation research could be determined how close 
to and what additional actions may be necessary to work towards the ultimate vision and goal of 
Mino-Bimaadiziwin.   
Conclusion 
I hope that the recent efforts by the Matawa Chiefs to restore their governance will allow 
the communities to develop a collective voice and vision to exercise their Natural Laws as 
Anishnawbe.  The MKH express their desire to use these Anishnawbe Natural Laws to assist 
with the decolonization of their peoples, by re-learning healthy relationships with each other, 
with the waters, the land, the animals, and the medicines that they share within Creation.  The 
irony with this thinking is that these elements within Creation may be negatively impacted if 
major resource development occurs.  Victoria Tauli-Corpuz (2005) believes that the practice of 
resource extraction opposes Indigenous Law and considers sustainable development to be a 
fallacy.   
The focus of this paper has been a case study about Matawa First Nations in the ROF in 
Northern Ontario and its infrastructure issues.  While they experience demands for development, 
Matawa also needs to build a plan for Indigenous governance to counter these requests.  
Learnings from this case study may benefit other Indigenous communities facing similar 
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circumstances.  The current reality for on-reserve First Nations is dependence on the 
Government of Canada, and their Chiefs are under pressure to resolve the complex issues.  The 
fiduciary contributions from the Federal and Provincial Governments have historically been and 
continue to be insufficient to provide basic human rights like potable water, housing, education, 
and health care.  Indigenous communities are forced to seek additional sources of revenue to 
make up this shortfall.  The Crown (Canada) has an obligation for the care and protection of 
Status Indians, according to the Indian Act legislation.  The Crown fails to provide adequate 
funding for the basic human rights for Indigenous Peoples on Reserves in Canada. This existing 
relationship creates vulnerability for Indigenous Peoples to the opportunity for them to 
experience exploitation.  To gain basic human rights, Indigenous Peoples are encouraged to 
extinguish their inherent rights or agree to develop resources on their territories, which is likely 
to compromise their ecosystems.  If the ecosystems are damaged, this will then make it more 
difficult for Indigenous Peoples to re-learn their Indigenous Laws and for them to fulfill their 
roles, duties, and responsibilities. 
The strategy discussed in this paper, I believe, may provide a pathway for those 
Indigenous communities that desire to protect their lands and to consider how they may fulfill 
their Indigenous Laws.  The reality is that many Indigenous communities are in a similar state of 
trauma and would benefit from a decolonizing process.  The need to build and restore Indigenous 
governance is vital currently in Canada.  The State continues to target Indigenous Peoples lands 
and resources, and Indigenous communities must learn what their rights are and how to exercise 
them.  Indigenous communities that strengthen their resolve and resistance will be able to have 
Canada reflect on their duty as treaty partners and begin to fulfill their constitutional obligations. 
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This chapter offers my closing thoughts to this multiple manuscript dissertation project.  I review 
and summarize findings from each chapter that comprise my dissertation and discuss the 
connections.  As a doctoral project in community psychology, I will draw on prominent 
community psychology theory to discuss the importance of cultural revitalization and 
decolonization to assist in Indigenous community transformation.  I will detail a proposed 
decolonization strategy, that I assert will build the requirements for a pathway to strengthen 
internal Indigenous individuals and collectivities.  An Indigenous community strengthened 
through Mino-Bimaadiziwin (living a good life), will improve their governance, their health and 
well-being, which in turn will direct their future by exercising self-determined development 
(Tauli-Corpuz, 2010), and ultimately sustainable self-determination (Corntassel, 2017).  As a 
close, I offer critiques of Canada’s stated intention to improve Crown-Indigenous relations when 
evidence of positive Federal and Provincial actions remains elusive and suggest some manners in 
which a more meaningful direction forward may be possible. 
Keywords: Matawa, decolonization, Indigenous law, inherent rights, free prior informed 




Closing Thoughts on Transforming Relations in the Ring of Fire 
When I started this dissertation project, I did not believe this research about Indigenous 
rights and resource governance would be about healing and decolonization.  Through five-plus 
years of learning and building relations with the Matawa First Nations Management, Matawa 
Chiefs and Elders, and community members, I learned their communities endured circumstances 
of trauma similarly experienced by Indigenous Peoples across Canada, and as a result, are 
experiencing the same on-going transmissions of trauma.  Learning this reality demonstrated that 
Matawa individuals and collectivities need additional resources to improve their Indigenous 
health and well-being.  Matawa First Nation communities will neither be in a position to take full 
advantage of the opportunities, nor be prepared to mitigate the inherent risks associated with 
industrial development unless they extend an effort to rebuild their nations and assert their 
traditional laws. Additional support will be required to focus on Mino-bimaadiziwin through a 
decolonizing process in the hopes of regaining traditional pathways to Indigenous identity and 
Indigenous law.   
This research in Matawa is part of a larger Social Sciences, Humanities Research 
Council: Insight Grant titled Resource governance and Indigenous rights: Understanding 
intercultural frameworks for negotiating free prior and informed consent secured by Dr. Terry 
Mitchell.  The goal of the larger research project is to advance intercultural knowledge to inform 
policy development for the effective implementation of FPIC in emerging sites of resource 
extraction in Canada and Chile.  This research is using case studies to compare the experiences 
of Indigenous Peoples in Chile, Northwest Territories, Nunavut, and Northern Ontario.  Dr. 
Terry Mitchell is the principal investigator and is leading the case study in the ROF in Northern 




consisting of two Ph.D. students, two master's students, and two undergraduate students.  As one 
of the Ph.D. students, I wanted to ensure my research would be separate but supportive of our 
team.  My research interests sought to understand Matawa's Indigenous laws and inherent rights, 
and how they anticipate protecting their interests during the possible development in the ROF. 
This opportunity to engage in a learning process in real-time that was sensitive, volatile, 
and highly confidential was an extreme privilege given by the Matawa Chiefs Council.  Our 
research team was extended a welcome into a beautiful and precious part of the world. In this 
world, Matawa members want to protect and entrench their ancestral cultural teachings for 
generations to come.  They hope that future generations will have the opportunity to experience 
living their Natural Laws of the Land.  This glimpse of a historical past, where people lived off 
the land on their traplines, living in full relationship with Creation, was a humbling gift and 
honour to learn from.  Being Indigenous, raised in my cultural teachings and taught my 
traditional role, duty, and responsibility of Indigenous law. I was inspired to learn how Matawa 
member Nations understood and were asserting their inherent rights and Anishnawbe Laws.  
This research goal was vital for me to know how Matawa was engaging in their discussions of a 
major mining project on their lands.    
Summarizing Transforming Relations 
Laurier University provides its doctoral students with a multiple manuscript option to 
complete their dissertation research.  I understood that I had a duty and responsibility as an 
Indigenous person and as a scholar, to ensure the integrity and quality of my work would be 
respectful and make a meaningful contribution to Matawa.  There are diverse and critical 
analyses to write about to appreciate the magnitude and impacts the decisions that Matawa 




manuscript option to provide specific lenses, and questions, to learn about this complex case 
study and to present findings in accessible formats through the multiple manuscripts and related 
knowledge translation documents and workshops. My dissertation is comprised of five elements: 
the Introduction, Chapters 1, 2, & 3 and the Conclusion as illustrated in Table 4. 
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In the introductory chapter- Matawa case study: Historical and situational contexts, I 
provided the context of the Matawa member communities and the circumstances of their current 
standards of living as they consider the proposed ROF development.  It is essential to understand 
these contexts to fully appreciate the pressure that Indigenous leadership has in protecting their 
inherent rights against the inducements by State and industry actors.  In addition to this, Matawa 
leaders must adhere to the demands of their community members to improve their community's 




In chapter one of my dissertation, Applying One Dish, One Spoon as an Indigenous 
research methodology, I discuss my use of an adapted version of Ogwehowehneha: A 
Haudenosaunee research methodology (Thomas, 2012) for my dissertation.  Using an 
Indigenous research methodology was an important aspect of my research, as I align my 
scholarship with critical Indigenous scholars.  These critical scholars believe that to maximize 
benefits and contributions to Indigenous communities involved in a research project, the research 
process needs to be guided by an Indigenous research methodology (Absolon, 2011; Kovach, 
2010; Smith, 2013; Wilson, 2008).  In this chapter, I discuss the challenges of researching within 
an Indigenous culture different than my own, and the manner in which I conceptionally used an 
ancient covenant treaty agreement between the Haudenosaunee and the Anishnawbe of sharing 
lands and resources called A dish with one spoon to adapt Ogwehowehneha (2012) to One Dish, 
One Spoon to privilege Anishnawbe thought and philosophy.  To ensure my work would be 
relevant for Matawa, I had to understand and appreciate Matawa's Indigenous laws, Indigenous 
knowledge, and their ways of knowing. 
The ability to examine these complex realities from an Indigenous perspective is critical 
to understanding and delivering findings that will maximize community uptake as it reflects their 
Indigeneity.  An Indigenous research methodology differs from conventional Western research 
methodologies in its effort to introduce relationality, responsibility, and reciprocity in the 
research (Wilson, 2008).  Relationality means that as a researcher, you place yourself into the 
context to understand the settings under investigation.  Responsibility means that you ensure that 
you are responsible for the inclusion of Indigenous voices, and reciprocity means as a researcher, 




The other important aspect of this project is the research methods used throughout the 
process.  For instance, the research method of choice I utilized was “visiting,” which is different 
than an in-depth interview.  Visiting involves more of an exchange of ideas and a shared process 
of learning together rather than an interview, it is less formal, more cultural approach that is both 
familiar and appropriate for Indigenous People.  It is customary, as it is like when a person 
within an Indigenous community would visit with an Elder over tea.  In both examples of 
visiting whether for research processes, or visiting for seeking knowledge, you share stories, and 
co-construct knowledge and understanding.  During my dissertation, I visited and built relations 
with many Matawa individual community members and with Matawa First Nation Management 
staff to learn the context and history of Matawa.  The most critical visits made were with four 
Matawa Knowledge Holders.  These were all current or former Band Council Chiefs, and open 
to sharing their feelings and experiences about being a Chief and having the responsibility for 
representing their community's decisions on resource development rights and governance. 
The other methods of learning utilized during my dissertation were “observing” and 
“participating,” both methods are in alignment with some conventional approaches.  Both 
methods are like a community based participatory approach [CBPR] (Israel et al., 2017).  CBPR 
considers community members as experts in the phenomena under investigation.  Depending on 
the research design, community members may guide the direction of the research, or even assist 
with the analysis and dissemination of findings back to the community.  The reason CBPR is a 
successful approach is it lessens the chance of a perceived difference in power between 
investigators and research participants that may appear in a conventional research relationship.  
Within an Indigenous community context, this is important due to the history of unethical 




respectfully observing and actively participating in community events, you demonstrate who you 
are not just as a researcher, but as a human being, which is central to garner respect within the 
Indigenous community.  The primary challenge with this approach is that it takes time; it does 
not happen over a single meeting or an interview; it takes years to build trust to gain access to 
privileged Indigenous knowledge.  Therefore, the visiting approach helps build a relationship 
with the community and its members.  By attending various events, informally meeting, and 
discussing various aspects of who you are, other than your research intentions, the community 
will learn more about your character.  In my doctoral work and community engagement, I took 
the opportunities to take staff out to lunch or for a coffee just to learn more about Matawa and 
Matawa First Nation Management and its various departments.  When I had a chance to meet 
with community members at meetings, I also took the opportunity to visit with them, even if it 
was a brief chat.  All these exercises help demonstrate your interest, authenticity, willingness to 
learn, and a more substantial commitment to understanding. 
Indigenous community research takes time to demonstrate your intentions, a commitment 
beyond your research goals, to meet the needs of the communities in which you are working.  
This relationship does not end, after your project, and as part of your entry into a community, 
you should also plan an exit strategy.  In securing our research relationship with Matawa, we 
committed to using our knowledge and skills to support any of the Matawa Chiefs and their 
communities.  We continue to assist other areas of Matawa by supporting their additional 
research interests. 
Once I demonstrated an authentic intention for my research, I gained Matawa's trust and 
provided access to archival documents.  While reviewing these archives, I discovered five vital 




priorities, inherent rights, and governance with the potential development in the ROF.  What I 
learned by analyzing and reviewing these archival documents are revealed in my second chapter 
titled, Anishnawbe law in the Ring of Fire: Remembering Mino-Bimaadiziwin.  
In reviewing these documents, I learned that Matawa member communities are dealing 
with a severe lack of infrastructure and critical social issues.  The state of the nine Matawa 
communities is representative of the population health data across Canada, in that all First 
Nations reserve communities must deal with the marginalized and oppressive social-political 
reality in Canada.  The manner the State treats Indigenous peoples in Canada continues to 
oppress Indigenous health and well-being (Mitchell, Arseneau, & Thomas, 2019), this is a direct 
result of the chronic underfunding from the State for service provision for On-Reserve First 
Nation communities (Blackstock, 2009). 
I further learned that Matawa members' opinions on the ROF are diverse; some members 
were in full support for the development, while others are against it.  This diversity has a lot to 
do with the context in which the Matawa members live.  The Matawa member communities in 
the south experienced the devastation of their lands and water from the forest industry resulting 
in feelings of unease and mistrust in this emerging development.  Where the more remote 
communities with limited experiences and in desperate financial need with a very limited 
economy in existence were in support of the ROF.  I was also surprised to learn that some 
members felt that Matawa's Elders signed Treaty Nine as a covenant agreement to share the 
lands and resources with Settler Society, and those living today feel obligated to honour their 
Ancestors’ wishes.  As I reflected more deeply on this sentiment, I concluded this might relate to 





Matawa members and leadership also recognize the need to build community capacity to 
take advantage of this opportunity, which means they need to deal with the social issues and by 
attaining the necessary education and skills or trades training.  To build community capacity, 
Matawa Peoples recognize the need to improve on governance, both locally and regionally, 
along with a strategy to protect their rights against the pressures of government and industry with 
a focus on Mino-Bimaadiziwin. 
The third chapter of my dissertation examines the issues that Matawa leadership must 
navigate on resource governance while balancing the expressed priorities from members to 
improve their health and well-being, while also protecting their lands, resources, and inherent 
rights for future generations.  This balancing act raises the question: is it even possible to balance 
the two opposite ends of the spectrum for a peaceful coexistence with Creation that is in keeping 
with Mino-Bimaadiziwin.  There are impacts on ecosystems and Indigenous rights by resource 
development. If there were no infringement on inherent rights or impacts to lands and the 
environment, Indigenous communities would not receive compensation.  What must be asked 
about the decisions to proceed with resource extraction is: Are the impacts on our 
grandchildren's health worth the benefit we may receive today? 
Matawa members from the southern Matawa communities spoke of their experience with 
the ecological damage from the clear-cutting of the forests and the damage to the water caused 
by the lumber mills.  Constance Lake First Nation continues to have an active lumber mill as a 
neighbour.  The clear-cutting ruined their traplines, and Long Lake that sits between Long Lake 
#58 First Nation and Ganoogaming First Nation cannot use the water for fishing or swimming 
despite the lumber mill’s closure in the mid-1970s.  While earlier waves of extractive industries 




term economic gains are not worth the long-term environmental impacts with the proposed 
developments in the ROF.  While experience has created caution in some Matawa members, 
Aroland, Long Lake #58, and Ginoogaming all from the southern communities, signed benefit 
agreements with Greenstone Gold in 2018-2019.  These communities have experienced early 
impacts from the forestry industry and previous mining operations in Geraldton. So they viewed 
Greenstone Gold as an opportunity to secure employment for their members.  However, concerns 
for a new mining operation in the region have inspired more research to gather and monitor 
baseline water data.  An on-going water monitoring program in the area, funded in part be 
Greenstone Gold, Four River Environmental Group (MFNM division), and Global Water Futures 
began to monitor water quality pre, during and post operations of the mine. 
The Matawa Knowledge Holders I visited with, as well as the Elders, expressed cautions 
in the archival reports for the importance for their people to remember their Anishnawbe Natural 
Laws.  These Ancestral teachings to protect the land, water, plants, and animals so future 
generations will have an ecosystem to practice their Anishnawbe traditions are their Natural 
Laws.  The relationships that Matawa members have with Creation is a critical element for 
making resource governance decisions, especially trying to balance separate and distinct 
worldviews about the land.  Victoria Tauli-Corpuz, UN Special Rapporteur on Indigenous 
Rights, believes that this balancing act between Western conventional development practices 
connected to the global financial market and Indigenous laws are unable to coexist, and are 
unreconcilable (Tauli-Corpuz, 2005). 
What remains difficult to resolve is the sub-standard infrastructure within First Nation 
communities contributing to unacceptably low measures of Indigenous health and well-being. 




behaviours based on surviving and coping (Sotero, 2006).  These poor health and well-being 
statistics are a result of the social-political history, and the on-going transmission of trauma 
(Heart & Deschenie, 2006). The improvement of basic infrastructure is needed to improve health 
conditions (Frohlich, Ross, & Richmond, 2006).  Lack of potable water, adequate safe housing, 
limited access to health care and sub-standard education all need addressing.  Indigenous leaders 
are tasked with improving poor health and well-being for their members while the State 
chronically and deliberately provides insufficient funding for infrastructures on First Nation 
reserves (King & Pasternak, 2018).  Many of these situations are environmental factors beyond 
the control of Matawa leadership and mandated by the Federal and Provincial governments 
through contribution payments as part of the Indian Act (1876).      
Matawa members, through the generations, have become financially dependent upon the 
Federal government and believe that their on-going underfunding will never change.  They feel 
that the only way to improve infrastructure is by engaging in a resource-based economy and 
securing agreements with industry and State actors.  There is, however, limited evidence that 
Indigenous communities in Treaty lands are benefiting from extraction activities.  The primary 
promise from extraction opportunities are employment, but without a skilled and educated labour 
force, the jobs will not be sustainable.  Veltmeyer (2013) has found that the amount of money 
that ends up flowing into Indigenous communities from resource extraction is minimal and refers 
to this modern colonial relationship as extractive imperialism.  Veltmeyer uses extractive 
imperialism to describe how foreign capital investments continue to exploit the vulnerabilities of 





Matawa leaders and community members shared that by developing a governance model 
that respects the autonomy of each Matawa member community, as well as one that presents a 
strong Anishnawbe Nation governance model is one that can protect Creation.  Matawa leaders 
and members believe if their governance improves, their ability to make economically beneficial 
partnerships with the resource extraction industry will create original source revenue [OSR] and 
provide the means to improve the infrastructures and Indigenous health and well-being will 
improve as a result.  OSR is the term used by Indigenous and Northern Affairs to describe 
financial income other than the Federal or Provincial contribution payments.  There are examples 
where OSR economic development has improved infrastructures and provided opportunities for 
power-sharing and revenue generation for Indigenous communities.  However, those specific 
circumstances and contexts are different than the Matawa region.  For instance, Indigenous 
communities in parts of British Columbia, Quebec, and the Northwest Territories have 
demonstrated successful business models and created significant sums of OSR (Kayseas, Hindle 
& Anderson, 2006; Molodecky, 2016; Salée & Lévesque, 2016).  However, the difference 
between these sites and Matawa is the other Indigenous communities mentioned are on lands not 
“surrendered” through a Numbered Treaty; therefore, those communities have a recognized 
Aboriginal Title to lands, unlike Matawa that is a signatory to Treaty Nine.  Matawa 
communities will have to decide for themselves on which direction they wish to take in their 
future for development.  It is one that takes a critical stance and uses an inherent rights 
framework to push for being the business owners and rights holders and the power to decide 
what level of engagement is to occur on their lands.  Or are they content to fulfill their Treaty 9 




paths are reasonable but will need development of good governance and community capacity to 
accomplish. 
As stated, the ROF can be a threat, or an opportunity.  Ensuring that the ROF is realized 
as an opportunity for Matawa First Nations, depends on the internal community capacity of the 
Matawa member communities and their ability to exercise this self-determination.  Matawa 
Knowledge Holders recognize these issues are complex sharing that their members and their 
leaders need to go through a decolonizing process to strengthen Matawa First Nations.  In 
chapter three, I proposed a decolonizing strategy informed by their expressed needs and 
community psychology theory. 
Theoretical Contributions 
Community Transformation 
 Community psychology [CP] theory is rooted in community pursuits of well-being, 
whether that “community” represents a physical location or membership in a particular group, be 
it race, class, ability, gender or sexual orientation.  CP utilizes an ecological analysis 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1986) as it examines the interplay of law and legislative systems, community 
organizations and its programming, and the individuals and families that live within a 
community.   
The CP discipline trains its practitioners to work towards transformative change, rather 
than just ameliorating the circumstances that perpetuate poor health and well-being (Brown & 
Lambert, 2012; Nelson & Prilleltensky, 2010).  Presently, Indigenous Peoples continue to exist 
in a dependent relationship with the State since colonization that began with the Indian Act 
(1876).  This legislation is the source of trauma that enabled the State to introduce Indian 




human rights of “Status Indians” on First Nation Reserves in Canada.  The colonial trauma that 
resulted from these human rights violations (Mitchell, Arseneau, & Thomas, 2019) is a primary 
reason for the need to improve Indigenous health and well-being.  The State is trying to improve 
the social needs of First Nation reserves under the theme of “reconciliation.”  However, these 
interventions are informed by Western science and theory, which the State supports and 
implements on Reserves.  This practice is an example of amelioration of Indigenous Peoples' 
needs by designing, funding, and implementing programming that is only temporary with limited 
sustainability.     
Canada’s approach to reconciliation is both untenable and unconscionable if you consider 
the analogy of peacebuilding.  When one commits an act of harm as a perpetrator against a 
victim, we would never allow a perpetrator to decide when and how peace and reconciliation is 
to be restored.  This approach to restoring peace does not make any sense as it removes power 
from the victim, yet this is what is happening in Canada and the current practices of reconciling 
historic harms perpetrated by the State against Indigenous Peoples.  Indigenous Peoples need to 
have their voices heard and to take the lead on how the restoration of peace should happen 
between our two Peoples.  
I believe that CP theory can be an allied discipline in this process.  CP may assist in the 
transformation of Crown-Indigenous relations if the State demonstrates it is willing to share 
power with Indigenous Peoples.  Frankly, this does not exist at present.  Through this case study, 
it became evident that the Matawa communities are in a rebuilding phase, and my research may 





This transformation process is an essential starting point for a future based on Indigenous 
law, which Matawa leaders and members identified as their goal.  This decolonizing process is 
consistent with the theories of self-determined development (Loomis, 2000; Tauli-Corpuz, 
2010), and sustainable self-determination (Corntassel, 2017).   
Self-determined development 
 Sustainable development is a concept that gained popularity in the 1990s by Western 
ecological economists to build upon conventional capitalist theory (Loomis, 2000).  Loomis 
(2000) describes sustainable development to being “conventional economics tends to ignore the 
value of natural resource inputs and the output costs of the absorption capacity of the 
environment.  Ecological economics treats natural resources rather than human-made capital as 
the binding constraint on societal well-being” (p. 894).  Through this time-period sustainable 
development remained problematic as its theoretical roots are the ideas of development and 
progress, which stem from modernization theory (Loomis, 2000).  Therefore, Indigenous 
scholars and activists began to operationalize “sustainability” to be about “self-determined 
development,” which is about balancing the relationship between the natural environmental and 
human economy.  Self-determined development has a more vigorous application for Indigenous 
Peoples because it is grounded in Indigenous thought and philosophy (Loomis, 2000).  Self-
determined development is described by Tauli-Corpuz (2010) as:  
Self-determined development for Indigenous peoples is not a grand paradigmatic, 
generic alternative to mainstream development.  It is simply part of our assertion 
of our right of self-determination and to remain as diverse and distinct cultures 
and communities.  It captures the essence of our struggles since colonization to 
define our development within the framework of our inherent rights and in 
consonance with the relationship we have with nature.  It is our attempt to protect 
whatever remains of our Indigenous cultural, economic, and political systems and 





Indigenous Peoples around the world face demands from foreign capital investment, 
Nation-States, and industry actors to participate in development projects.  Self-determined 
development is about Indigenous Peoples having the right to exercise their inherent rights of 
deciding how they wish to utilize their lands and resources.  This right to self-determined 
development gained recognition within the International Labour Organization Convention 169 
(1989) and was clearly described in the preamble of UNDRIP (2007).   
To draw this discussion back to Matawa and the questions I raised in the introduction of 
this dissertation: is self-determination possible in a Canadian Settler Society?  The answer is 
multilayered and complex.  It heavily depends on your ideological position: as an Indigenous 
person, a nationalist, one’s perspectives on fairness, equity, and justice, and your understanding 
of Indigenous and Canadian constitutional law, power, oppression, and marginalization.  What I 
learned through this research is the opportunity for Indigenous Peoples to exercise self-
determination regarding resource development in Canada at present is not possible.  The 
reasoning for this response is due to the complexities of Canadian law and the States’ 
interpretations of Aboriginal rights, and how the State exercises its power over Indigenous 
Peoples.  Corntassel (2017) accounts for these multifaceted complexities in his assertion of 
sustainable self-determination. 
Sustainable Self-determination    
Indigenous Peoples do not live in the past, nor do they want to.  Many Indigenous 
Nations desire to participate in Canadian society fully, but they wish to do so on their terms.  
Indigenous communities must answer the fundamental question I raised in the introduction, and 
also raised by Corntassel (2017):  under whose conditions are we seeking our right to self-




comment about what astute business developers we were, or talk about our strength and power of 
resistance as we protected our Indigenous Laws and our way of life?    
The reality remains, Indigenous Nations are diverse and vary in relation to their Nation’s 
relationship with treaties, their connections to their cultural ways, Indigenous Laws, and their 
varying degrees of infrastructure and related vulnerability or strength.  Many Indigenous 
communities are in a desperate situation of having to find solutions to their poor infrastructure 
issues, and resource development on their lands appears to be the most accessible and most 
viable answer.  Regardless of each Nation’s situation, they must jump into the modern world 
context, and they must position themselves to assert their rights and jurisdictions on their lands.  
Indigenous Peoples need to examine their governance process systematically to address their 
cultural, economic, and spiritual needs.   
Developing a vision for their future, Indigenous communities have to examine the 
limitations raised by Corntassel (2017) in their deliberations.  Firstly, Canada, as a Settler 
Society and its courts of law, remain in a conflict of interest (Joseph, 2018) and in this has 
repeatedly failed to recognize the rights of Indigenous Peoples.  Secondly, if Indigenous Peoples 
look to the goodwill of Canada to willingly give and share power, it is not likely to happen if we 
examine the history and legacy of Canadian colonialism as well as the current practices of 
eliminating Aboriginal Title to lands through modern treaties.  Lastly, if Indigenous communities 
desire to exercise their sovereign rights, they need to know their Indigenous laws and ways of 
knowing and proactively develop a plan for exercising their rights.  The alternative is to advance 
relations with the Crown under Canada's constitutional framework.  Either way, Indigenous 




international rights-based instruments to understand the limitations of each and how these 
instruments may be used to both support and limit their human, and inherent rights.  
For Indigenous communities to build their community capacity, improve their personal 
and collective health and well-being, to heal from colonial trauma, they must begin the process 
by decolonizing their minds.  Matawa knowledge holders point to the importance of returning to 
their Anishnawbe Natural Law and envision a future guided by their Ancestral ways to live in a 
respectful traditional manner, fulfilling the duties and responsibilities of their Natural Laws, as 
caretakers for future generations.  Decolonizing of Indigenous communities such as Matawa will 
be a complicated process and should occur through a deliberate and strategic plan.  If Matawa 
were to implement the decolonization strategy I proposed, it would build community capacity on 
both an individual and collective manner, while guided and informed by their Anishnawbe 
Natural laws. 
Decolonization Strategy  
Through my visits with Matawa leaders, I learned that the leadership fully understands 
the magnitude of the situation they are in; they realize the importance of improving governance 
on all levels: internal, regional, and their Nation level.  Improving governance must be 
accomplished to strengthen their position to take advantage of the present opportunity in the 
ROF.  In addition, they know that they must deal with the existing social issues, and work to 
strengthen their marketable skills through education and trades training if they wish to have their 
community members take advantage of the potential jobs that will come with development. 
 Matawa Knowledge Holders [MKH] recognize the power that continues to be 
experienced by those families that are still participating in their cultural ways.  Many 




on the water, on the lands, harvesting and re-learning how to have a relationship with Creation.  
What I learned from MKH, is this can be an answer to improve Matawa members' sense of 
value, self-worth, and pride.  This can help their members relearn their Anishnawbe Natural 
Law, help them to restore their families, and reduce the vulnerabilities currently experienced by 
Indigenous women and girls.   
As a result of my prolonged engagement with Matawa First Nations, the privileged visits 
with Matawa Knowledge Holders, my archival research, and considering the Four Pillars of the 
Regional Framework Working Group see Figure 2 (p. 20) I proposed a regional decolonizing 
strategy for Matawa, see Figure 8 (p. 168).  If you recall the expressed priorities for Matawa in 
2014, were the environment, revenue sharing, infrastructure improvements, and socio-economic 
development.  These priorities remain today and will requires strong governance and community 
capacity.  I hope this proposed decolonization strategy will not replace their earlier vision but 
enhance through present activities to make Mino-Bimaadiziwin a reality.   
Although Individual communities are already delivering some forms of programming, 
however, not yet as a regional decolonizing strategy nor as a systematic and deliberate plan.  
This proposed regional decolonizing strategy is based upon the belief from Matawa Elders and 
leaders that Matawa members need to go back to their Ancestral Natural Laws.  By 
accomplishing this restoration, their members will understand their roles, duties, and 
responsibilities to maintain a respectful relationship with Creation.  This strategy is for Matawa 
members to enhance their health and well-being by decolonizing their minds through learning 
their history, understanding the legacy of trauma, and by being more informed on Anishnawbe 




individual and collective levels, which will help to rebuild their collectivities, which is essential 
to improving the current poor standards of living within Indigenous communities. 
Restoring collectivities is vital when considering the full harms of colonization and the 
systematic way it destroyed our relationships with ourselves, with our families, with our 
collectivities, with our Nations, and with Creation.  Decolonizing is about rebuilding our entire 
being, our way of life, and all our relationships.  Indigenous health and well-being are relational 
and constructed on Anishnawbe Natural Law, that the health of the individual directly attributes 
to the collective health of the whole community.  The restoration of family, and family roles are 
an essential element to this decolonizing process.  We must rebuild these family roles destroyed 
through Indian Residential Schools and forced adoptions.  Our parents need to learn how to 
parent, our caregivers need to learn how to love, nurture, and sustain children, to shape them for 
future leaders within the community.  Dismantling the harms of Western patriarchy and the 
damage caused by dislocating Indigenous women and children within their communities.  
Restoring the balance and understanding of equality so that the Seven Grandfathers flow and 
provide equal, fair, non-discriminatory practices that protects all members of Indigenous 
community.   
This strategy demonstrates how an individual can take responsibility and help to 
strengthen the collective, as well as how the collective enhances individuals.  The strategy 
addresses the need to restore Indigenous governance, and the includes the diversity in the ROF, 
where everyone is not interested in returning to school, or securing a job with the proposed 
mining project.  This model also shows the opportunity for members to live as a strong 
Anishnawbe citizen.  No matter what pathway, no matter which community you reside in, to 




for Mino-Bimaadiziwin.  This decolonization process will begin to realize sustainable self-
determination fully. 
Knowledge Mobilization 
The research relationship established with Matawa was one of mutual respect, honour, 
duty, and responsibility.  As a team of Indigenous and Allied researchers working with and for 
Matawa, recognized our research with Matawa Chiefs Council, included a commitment of our 
involvement together was to enhance internal community capacity.  Our goal was and continues 
to be mobilizing our knowledge about Indigenous rights instruments and resource governance 
with Matawa members as training workshops on the areas of knowledge that we have learned in 
our years working with Matawa.  Throughout the research, it became increasingly clear that it is 
hard to exercise and assert your rights as Indigenous communities if you do not know what rights 
you have.  Workshops and toolkits will provide plain language information on Section 35, 
UNDRIP, and FPIC and how they are relevant in consultation and consent seeking processes. 
 Sharing these deliverables are critical outcomes from my research to ensure that Matawa 
members understand their rights and see their efforts to address the social issues in their 
communities as part of a deliberate decolonization strategy with the ultimate goal of achieving 
Mino-Bimaadiziwin (living a good life).    
Limitations 
I consider there to be two significant limitations of this research project; the first is the 
sample size of the Matawa Knowledge Holders was small.  It would have been ideal to have had 
visits with all nine of the Chiefs from the Matawa member communities.  As it was, securing the 
visits I did, proved hard enough, much of the reasoning for this is in the findings of chapter three, 




community leaders have many demands of their time while continually dealing with serving the 
needs of their communities.  This delay was not because they did not see the value in our work, 
but there was always something that would arise that was more critical.  In one situation of a 
planned community visit, there was a state of emergency declared, and another there was a death 
in the community.  Within Indigenous communities, a death disrupts all plans, especially in a 
small northern community. 
The second limitation ties a bit to the first, in the fact that it was a challenge of 
conducting this research as an outsider from southern Ontario.  Through the years of our active 
engagement, we would coordinate our travel to Thunder Bay to the head offices of Matawa First 
Nations Management and spend a week or two in the city, with plans to travel to various Matawa 
member communities.  These plans often did not occur as either as a community emergency 
would arise, or an unexpected meeting or a conflict would happen.  The research team also 
agreed to be non-intrusive, meaning that we would only attend a community when invited.  
Unfortunately, there were times when we were in Thunder Bay, and no meetings were able to 
happen, and other times invited to attend events or activities in the communities, and no 
members of our team were available.  I think I would have been able to accomplish many more 
community visits if I were to set up a long-term residence in Thunder Bay during the research 
project. 
Future Research 
As an on-going research project, I believe a natural place would be to consider the 
opportunities to follow up with a formal evaluation research program that would assist with the 




the implementation to be successful, a more concrete and specific logic model for 
implementation across all nine Matawa communities would need development.    
This future research would ensure the proper implementation and measurements of the 
impacts of this decolonization strategy.  The evaluation plan would examine a full 
implementation strategy that would test for specific long-term goals of Matawa member 
communities.  A comprehensive evaluation strategy would inform us of the merits of the 
decolonizing strategy, on what worked, and what did not.  If an evaluation of this strategy 
provided measures for success, then this could offer the possibility to extrapolate these findings 
to build an Indigenous informed theoretical framework for further implementation to other 
Indigenous communities.  This strategy would be a flexible framework to allow further 
adaptation for implementation across diverse Indigenous communities and cultures. 
Closing Thoughts 
Indigenous communities in Canada face similar challenges in improving their 
relationship with the Crown.  Indigenous Peoples across Canada assert their rights to land and 
resources as being inherent, provided to them by their Creator and no Canadian legislation, social 
policy, or Crown assertions of sovereignty can alter that reality.  Canada asserts it inherited the 
underlying Title to all lands and resources through succession from the British Crown, and the 
creation of the Constitution Act (1867).  The British Crown attained its land title rights through 
successions from the Dutch and French Crowns through surrenders and acts of war, and those 
previous Crowns asserted their land title rights through the Doctrine of Discovery.  The problem 
with this logic is that these foreign Crowns came to this land and dismissed the humanity of 
Indigenous Peoples that had been living here for thousands of years.  Now Canada is attempting 




Supreme Court decisions, the recommendations from the Royal Commission Final Report 
(1996), the Calls to Action (2015) from the Truth and Reconciliation Commission, the 
judgements of the Canadian Human Rights Tribunal and the National Inquiry into Missing and 
Murdered Indigenous Women and Girls Final Report (2019).  The primary question that needs 
asking is, how will Canada begin to share power by recognizing the inherent rights of Indigenous 
Peoples, or will they continue to treat Indigenous Peoples as child wards?  
There are complex legal opinions over multiple situations of rights and justice that need 
comprehensive examinations that go far beyond the scope of this paper.  The reason is the 
Aboriginal rights in s. 35 of the new Constitution Act (1982) that recognized and affirmed the 
existence of Aboriginal Peoples’ rights and treaty rights have multiple interpretations.  These 
various interpretations of s. 35 established a new discipline in Canadian legal tradition known as 
“Aboriginal law.”  Aboriginal law is different than Indigenous law; Aboriginal law is the legal 
interpretation and recognition of s. 35 rights and Indigenous laws are laws based on Indigenous 
cultures and philosophical traditions (Reynolds, 2018).  The application of Indigenous law must 
be part of the consideration of Aboriginal law and Canadian legal jurisprudence if we expect the 
law to be fair and just in Canada (Borrows, 2010; CIGI, 2017). 
One specific discussion I want to comment on as it is in alignment with this research is 
the on-going demands for resource extraction and the impacts on the rights of Indigenous 
Peoples.  In Canada, we exist in a continuous loop where development occurs without full 
consultation and consent of Indigenous Peoples as characterized by the current study of 
consultation in the ROF case study.  This failure to realize the Duty of the Crown to consult with 
Indigenous Peoples results in delays, increased economic risks, which creates the opportunity for 




result of colonialism and the fact that Canada asserts its exclusive control over “Indians and 
Lands reserved for Indians” through s. 91(24).  This piece of Canadian constitutional law 
dismisses any ability of Indigenous Peoples to exercise power and gives full oppressive power to 
the State to wield over Indigenous Peoples.  Until constitutional reform occurs, we will remain in 
this perpetual continuous loop which only strengthens the assertions by many Indigenous 
scholars that we must improve our positioning as Nations with inherent rights, and not seek 
recognition under Canada's constitutional framework (Alfred & Corntassel 2005; Corntassel, 
2017; Diabo, 2018; King & Pasternak, 2018) 
Thoughts on Wet’suwet’en 
 Over the last year in Canada, we have witnessed the case of Wet’suwet’en Peoples and 
their desire to protect their lands from infringement and potential environmental damage with the 
installation of the Coastal Gaslink Pipeline.  The violation of Wet'suwet'en rights resulted in acts 
of civil disobedience from Wet'suwet'en Peoples, and solidarity acts of civil disobedience that 
included blocking the railways, major highways, bridges, international borders, marches, and 
“sit-ins” across the entire country.  These actions were a large-scale solidarity response by 
Indigenous and allied Peoples, unlike any other in Canadian history.  This situation acquired 
such significant and unprecedented support because it was such a clear demonstration of inequity 
and injustice since the Wet'suwet'en and Gitxsan Peoples had challenged and won the existence 
of their Aboriginal Title in Delgamuukw v. Queen (1997).  The very lands in question were 
determined by the Supreme Court to have never surrendered their “Aboriginal Title” to Canada. 
Despite this, the Wet'suwet'en and Gitxsan's right to protect their lands were unable to prevent 




With this case and many others, it involves Aboriginal law in Canada and the 
interpretation of s. 35 Aboriginal rights by the Crown and its courts of law.  In the Wet’suwet’en 
case, the question of land title rights goes back to Calder v. the Queen (1973), which 
Delgamuukw (1997) further clarified.  These two precedents established that pre-contact 
Indigenous civilizations in Canada, had their laws and rights and that the Confederation in 1867, 
did not eliminate those pre-existing rights recognized by King George in the Royal Proclamation 
(1763).  Aboriginal rights and law are in constant flux due to Indigenous communities 
challenging for more increasing rights recognition in Canadian courts.   
Solutions 
As mentioned, several times, these issues are complex and not quickly resolved, which is 
why Crown-Indigenous relations have not advanced through the generations.  In chapter two of 
my dissertation, I discussed how Canada had mobilized efforts to sign modern final treaty 
agreements to negotiate any recognized Aboriginal rights as well as any inherent rights.  This 
process has been called “termination agreements” by many critical Indigenous scholars and 
activists (Diabo, 2018; King & Pasternak, 2018; Manuel & Derrickson, 2017; Palmater, 2015).  
These modern treaties are described as termination agreements because Indigenous Peoples 
surrender all existing rights to the Crown, any Indian Act protections, any s. 35 Aboriginal rights 
and all inherent rights are entirely surrendered.  The slate is wiped clean, and we start over to 
negotiate a new future of a modern treaty that will secure the rights of Indigenous Peoples under 
Canadian authority (Manuel & Derrickson, 2017).  These final agreements become an 
ideological issue for Indigenous Peoples, do they wish to continue to exercise their rights as 
sovereign Nations or do they want to accept Canada's constitutional construct and come under 




only way to secure their rights and future in Canada.  For others, they reject the premise that 
Canada has any sovereign rights as they are pre-existing civilizations that hold inherent rights 
and the power over their lands and should benefit if development occurs on their lands. 
 Another solution could be the establishment of a new legislative body that is independent 
and arms-length to act as an oversight committee of development in Canada.  This body could 
serve as a support mechanism for vulnerable communities wishing to engage in developing 
partnerships with industry to consider resource extraction activities.  Funding for this body could 
come from the development dividends paid to the Provincial and Federal Crown authorities.  I 
realize that all levels of government Federal, Provincial, Territorial, and Indigenous governments 
would have to agree, but a new legislative agreement could happen to empower this body.  The 
design of this body could have equal representation from business and industry professionals and 
Indigenous Peoples, not to make decisions but to process concerns with potential development in 
Canada.  This new body would secure the vital information, the risks, and the economic benefits 
to all parties.  This research would be an exhaustive burden but would address the unjust burden 
that is currently placed on Indigenous communities to have to complete this work on limited 
financial resources and community capacity.  This process would further allow this body to 
independently review and flag any situations of unequal and unjust exploitation.  This strategy 
would allow the protection and integrity of a transparent relationship between the Crown and 
Indigenous Peoples, which in turn will strengthen all peoples' trust to invest in the Canadian 
economy. 
 Manuel and Derrickson (2017) state that decisions regarding Indigenous land rights go 
beyond the law and will require a political solution, where Mohawk (2005) asks who has the 




repeated interpretations of Aboriginal law happening, to advance Crown-Indigenous relations in 
Canada, I propose a moratorium on all plans and permits for development.  A moratorium would 
create a pause in resource extraction on Indigenous lands and would allow Canada to start a new 
process of relationship building.  With the collapse of the economy, and social distancing 
particularly important for the protection of remote Indigenous communities during the COVID-
19 global pandemic, a moratorium could be feasible.  This disruption to the global market 
economy can be the bright light out of this darkness, a new custodial, relationship of Indigenous 
and Allied peoples learning to live in relationship with each other and the natural world.  This 
moratorium would allow the State to examine the full potential to implement FPIC into Canadian 
law and jurisprudence or moving into a country with full legal pluralism (CIGI, 2017),  
recognizing the rights, power, and inherent wealth of Matawa First Nations, their lands, and 
resources and entitlements of current and future generations. 
Future Directions back to Old Ways 
Canada’s romanticized dominant narrative has a deeply rooted shameful legacy of harm, 
that we must engage, learn, and understand its history to create a healthier, brighter future for all 
peoples.  It is this history that must be reconciled, not only to redress social-political harms from 
colonization but reconciling the relations that broke away from the times when our Ancestors 
shared power as two Nations coming together in covenant peaceful treaties of coexistence.  For 
the Haudenosaunee, much like many other Indigenous Nations, our grounding philosophy is to 
use Ganikwiyoh, which means to use our minds to balance both reason and passion for the 
benefit of all Creation.  I believe we must return to the old ways, to start our future in Kanata 




When all the conflicts and colonial violence that happened during Wet'suwet'en, we heard 
refrains that “reconciliation was dead,” many asked, “did reconciliation even start.”  During this 
time, I was visiting with my sister Kim Thomas, a practicing corporate lawyer who has worked 
her entire career in Aboriginal law and business, and she said something that made me think and 
reflect.  She said in her mind, “reconciliation began the moment when Indigenous Peoples met 
with Settler society.  The moment our Nations realized that Settler societies were different and 
that they needed to learn and know about our laws is how we, as sovereign Nations began to 
reconcile our relations.”  We then further discussed the root of our Haudenosaunee laws, the 
Silver Covenant Treaty, and the Two-Row Wampum treaty.  These agreements date back to the 
17th century and were the imagination of our Ancestors, to assist in the development of a 
relationship between Indigenous and Settler society constructed entirely on Indigenous laws.  
These agreements use a metaphor of a silver chain binding us together in a relationship of equals, 
of non-interference, and mutual trust, friendship, and respect to model coexistence for all future 
generations. 
To strengthen ourselves, we must follow the guidance of our Indigenous Ancestors, 
Elders, scholars, and activists that are actively restoring our communities by remembering their 
Indigeneity.  We have the moral and spiritual right to strengthen our political will and integrity 
as sovereign Indigenous Nations.  As decolonized Peoples we can make assertions for the 
recognition of our inherent rights, and we can push for constitutional reform, to dissolve s. 
91(24) and drive for legal plurality so that we can have a rightful place in this modern world.    
My Vision for Matawa 
My dissertation research aimed to inform and consider the opportunity for Matawa to 




in the face of a significant proposed mining project.  I showed that Matawa's member 
communities know and understand their Natural Laws and know the decisions they are facing 
with resource development on their lands.  I have also learned that Matawa communities face 
hardships of a political, structural and colonial nature that limit the full realization of their right 
to free prior and informed consent to proposed development and to maximizing the benefits from 
future industrial opportunities within the Ring of Fire.   
A key finding is that Matawa needs support to strengthen their Nations to be in as strong 
a position as possible to achieve their unity vision as outlined in their regional framework 
agreement.  It is, for this reason, I proposed the decolonization strategy.  Matawa Elders and 
leaders recognize that colonialism has harmed their Nations and families for generations.  If the 
implementation of the proposed decolonization strategy occurs, this will provide Matawa with 
the opportunity to strengthen its governance.  The decolonization strategy will assist in building 
individual health and well-being and will help empower collectivities, all while focusing on 
Mino-Bimaadiziwin.  Strengthening their resolve to advance their unity agreement, advance the 
Four Pillars from their regional framework agreement, and benefit future generations within each 
community will come in the form of retaining and passing on their Anishnawbe ways of 
knowing, their language, their traditional practices, and their respect for the land that the Creator 
placed them on.   
After spending many years working with Matawa I agree with Manuel and Derrickson 
(2017) who asserted that Indigenous Peoples cannot depend on Canadian law and its courts to 
resolve these complex issues of resource governance and Indigenous rights.  The political 
solutions required to address complex land and resource governance issues need to focus on the 




will help to reclaim cultures, thereby reinvigorating and revitalizing Indigenous laws.  The 
political solutions will come to Matawa if they strengthen their Nationhood, and demonstrate to 
Canada, they remain a mighty Nation. 
Danetoh. 
Out of respect for Matawa and the love shared with me, I want to leave this work not 
with my words but with the words from former Chief Peter Moonias.  When I was visiting with 
him, I asked him what he wants his people to know, and this was his response:    
Well, I would tell them that I feel they have to understand that they're 
Anishnawbe.  Individuals that are different from Mr. Ford.  They are different. 
Anishnawbe People have jurisdiction on the land, their inherent rights to 
jurisdiction.  That’s the power that you have, to govern yourself, to do whatever 
you need to do, to decide to take control of your land, to come in contact with the 
government to say yes or no to anything that they want from your land.  That’s 
what I think. We need our people to understand their identity as Native people, 
their connection to the land.  I always come back to the connection to the land and 
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Principles/Values of the Haudenosaunee 
 
Awehaode  to speak using kind, soft, nurturing words 
   Speaking in this way will enable you to reach the heart 
   or spirit of the other person as they are open and trusting 
   and more willing to hear you. 
 
Ganokwasra     to have deep, unconditional acceptance, love, and caring for others 
   To have this same unconditional acceptance, love and caring for 
   yourself creates self-respect. 
 
Gendao  is to have compassion for self and others 
   No one is perfect, we all make mistakes, and we do not judge   
   others, all we can do is evaluate our own behaviour and attitude. 
 
Gahsgyaonyoh words of encouragement 
   When we encourage people, we give positive energy and in this   
   way we empower them to meet their challenges and help them  
   Reach their goal. 
 
Ganikwi:yo   is to have a good mind, good thoughts, and positive attitude 
   Our mental wellbeing reflects our thoughts, attitudes and    
   behaviour; if we are not in a good place mentally we give 
   off negative energy with our negative attitude and behaviour. 
 
Gasahtsra  is to have strength 
   This is not physical strength, but the strength that comes from   
   being in balance and harmony, when we are mentally, emotionally,  
   physically, and spiritually well, we are able to live by all of the   
   above principals and this positive energy is share by all those we   






Anishinaabe Grandfather Teachings 
Zaagi’Idiwin 
Love 
To know love is to know peace. Love is strong affection for another 
forming out of kinship or personal ties. Love is an attachment based 
upon devotion, admiration, tenderness, and kindness for all things 
around you. To love yourself is to live at peace with the creator and in 




To honour all creation is to have respect. Show regard for the value of 
all persons or things through courteous consideration and appreciation. 
Honour our traditional roles and teachings. Honour our families, 




To face life with courage is to know bravery. Use personal strength to 
face difficulties, obstacles and challenges. Have courage. Make 
positive choices. Stand up for your convictions. Show courage in 
communicating and decision making.     
Gwayakwaadiziwin 
Honesty 
To walk through life with integrity is to know honesty. Be truthful and 
trustworthy. Tell the truth. Accept and act on truths through 
straightforward and appropriate communication.     
Dabasendiziwin 
Humility 
To accept yourself as a sacred part of creation is to know humility. 
Reflect on how you present yourself. Express or offer in spirit of 
deference and submission. Use a balance of equality with all life. 
Recognize the human need for balance in life.     
Nibwaakaawin 
Wisdom 
To cherish knowledge is to know wisdom. Use sound judgment and 
the ability to discern inner qualities and relationships. Use good sense 
and form a good attitude and course of action. Listen and use the 
wisdom of elders, tribal leadership and spiritual leaders. 
Debwewin 
Truth 
To know of the heart is to know the truth. Faithfully apply the 
teachings of our Seven Grandfathers. Trust in the Creator. Be sincere 
in action, of character, and in utterance. Be faithful to fact and reality.     
  








Anishinaabe Mino-bimaadiziwin is the Standard we are to live our life. 
Creator has given us the gifts we need to live the Good Life. The education of our people must 
be designed to teach all to thrive in today’s world with the attitudes, skills, knowledge and 
intention to be to be Anishinaabe, rooted in relationship to the total environment. The following 
concepts each help us to understand the depth contained in this standard, this philosophy of how 
to live life in a good way, as Anishinaabe. 
                         
Anishinaabemowin Language 
Anishinaabemowin is our original way of speaking, our way of processing and expressing 
thought.  It is our way of communicating with the creation, with the spirit and with one another. 
 
Anishinaabe Inendamowin Thinking 
Anishinaabe Inendamowin is our way of thinking, our beliefs, and our way of perceiving and of 
formulating thought.  Anishinaabe Inendamowin is the foundation of our Anishinaabe 
philosophy and world view. 
 
Anishinaabe Gikendaasowin Knowing 
Anishinaabe Gikendaasowin is our knowledge and way of knowing.  It is the knowledge of our 
origins, way of life, way of being and our world view. 
 
Anishinaabe Inaadiziwin Being 
Anishinaabe Inaadiziwin is our behaviour, our values and our way of living our life, and being 
Anishinaabe in the fullest sense.  It is the development of the highest quality of Anishinaabe 
personhood, connected to the earth and in relationship to all creation. 
 
Anishinaabe Izhichigewin Doing 
Anishinaabe Izhichigewin is our Anishinaabe way of doing things.  It is our way of taking action 
and the life skills we need as Anishinaabe to live effectively in the world and contribute to 
building quality of living and quality of community. 
 
Anishinaabe Enawendiwin Relating 
Anishinaabe Enawendiwin is our way of relating to each other and to all of Creation.  It is an all-
inclusive relationship that honours the interconnectedness of all our relations, and recognizes and 
honours the human place and responsibility within the family of Creation. 
 
Gidakiiminaan Connecting to the land 
Gidakiiminaan is our connection and relationship to our land and the total experience of 
connecting to and relating to the Earth and the environment.  This connection is the primary 
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